
What Makes Food Sustainable? 

 

 

Introducing the session:  

 

Tonight we'll be learning about eating sustainably, exploring how to tell the 

difference between sustainable and unsustainable options, and by the end of the 

session you’ll have a great awareness of the variety of aspects that make our food 

choices as healthful as possible for ourselves, our communities, and the local and 

global environment. 

 

Introduce myself (as it relates to food) 

 

My personal passion for sustainable food mostly relates to how an organization 

and a community can create a local food system which both leads to our thriving 

individual health, and that transforms our currently degenerative food systems 

into more holistic, regenerative ones. 

 

 

 

Ask the group: 

 

Is anyone here growing their own food? Anyone more than half? 

 



Who makes food choices based on where your food comes from and how much 

resources (source, energy for production/transport/processing, pollution, 

pesticides, water, expenses) it takes to get that food to from farm to your table? 

 

Who makes food choices on how beneficial it is for health? 

 

Who makes food  choices based on its environmental impact? Affect on animal 

welfare? 

 

Has anyone viewed the documentaries Cowspiracy? Forks over Knives? Food, Inc? 

 

How much land and resources it takes to produce one meal of beef vs. a meal of 

plant-based food? 

 

Is anyone a locavore? (Someone who eats foods that are available locally 

whenever possible) 

 

 

Discussion notes: 

On the broadest scale, the most healthy and sustainable food choices need to 
maximize personal health, the environmental and economic benefits to the local 
region, and global impacts on the environment related to transportation, top-soil, 
ocean-acidification, and more. 



 

In this session we’ll look at some very practical ways to think about that in our 
personal lives, and see how that in turn then impacts the environment and global 
economy. 

 

Project Drawdown recently published a study on the Top 100 Most Promising 
Solutions for climate change. In the top 10, most people weren't surprised to hear 
that we need to power our society and our lives from solar and wind instead of 
fossil fuels. Though some may find it surprising that our behaviors and choices 
around food have such an incredible impact on our sustainability and the planet's 
health. Out of the top 100 solutions, the #3 and #4 most important solutions they 
presented were to help people transition to a plant-rich diet, and reducing food 
wastes. I was surprised to learn that one-third of the food from farms and 
factories generating greenhouse gases never makes it to our tables! 

 

This means that the factory farming and mega global corporations providing most 
of our food are not only devastating the water and topsoil that all life relies on, its 
not even efficient! 

That's the bad news. The fantastic news is that one of the most important 
solutions to create health in our personal lives and do our part to create a 
sustainable world are completely realistic and within our individual and 
community capabilities to act on. 

 

Reconnecting with local food is one of the most important things we can do to 
improve our health and protect our planet. This is almost too simple, so in case 
your brain doesn't find this interesting enough to process, I'll repeat it. 
Reconnecting with local food is one of the most important things we can do to 
protect our health and our planet. 

 



This is one of those very rare solutions that is basically as easy to do as it is to say. 
What are the easiest ways to improve our relationship with our local food? 

 

FLOSN + Plants 

 

Fresh. Local. Organic. Seasonal. Non-GMO. Mostly plant-based. 

 

We’ll get into more specifics on this in a few minutes. 

 

There is a good chance if you buy your food from a farmers market you already 
are pretty close. You can make sure by asking producers if they grow without 
chemicals, avoid/reduce packaging, choose local instead of imported options, 
choose substitutes that are locally available or use less resources to 
produce/store/prepare. 

 

Other sources that are more likely to use roughly these guidelines as a standard 
are coops, CSAs, and buying directly from farmers. Grocery stores can be a good 
place to get a few items, but comparatively they keep much less of the resources 
in the local community, their ownership structures frequently perpetuate the 
continued concentration of financial accumulations by corporations instead of 
individuals and communities. 

 

A lot of actions to protect the planet are complicated and out of reach for a lot of 
people, but this is easy, everyone can do it, and its simple to start today. 

 



Some people feel they can't afford to spend the extra money to buy the healthiest 
and most sustainable local food they can find. One unfortunate result of the 
immense amount of marketing budgets most of us have been exposed to is that it 
can be hard to get out of the terrible habit of always focusing on the lowest price. 
Food is probably the worst place one could choose to save money, and yet most 
of us do it. We somehow know that choosing the cheapest doctor isn't the best 
thing to do, yet we skimp on the single greatest factor in our personal health, and 
one of the most important actions we can take for our communities and our 
planet! 

 

The reason its such a bad idea to save money by buying food grown with 
pesticides, filled with preservatives, wrapped in plastic, and shipped around the 
world using fossil fuels is that it ignores the long-term and ongoing expenses 
related to living a healthy life. If people fully factored in how much money they 
spend on health care, pharmaceuticals, sick time, lower productivity, higher 
stress, and so on, the cost of healthy food might start to seem a lot more 
reasonable. And that's before you factor in how great it is for your local 
community when you buy from farmers markets, coops, and CSAs. And that is 
before you factor in how much would you be willing to contribute every month to 
do your part to protect the planet from the rapid devastation being caused by 
your personal and society's collective food and consumption choices. Is it 
reasonable to invest 5-10% more of your monthly budget on your health, and the 
most important situation in human history? 

 

Because of the income inequality and social injustice of the global economic 
system, some people simply don't have the money, and for those people and 
anyone with personal limitations to choosing healthy food, I would be happy to 
share some ideas on how to bring more money into your life, or better, to find 
ways to not need as much. But most of the people hearing these ideas have the 
option of working a little harder if they want to make this is a priority in their 
lives, and if they want to take personal responsibility to be the change they wish 
to see. 

 



People work a little harder all the time to buy things they want, go places, save. 
Spending a little more on food reduces health costs, increases energy and 
productivity, improves relationships with nature and one's local community, and 
the higher cost is temporary until more people prioritize these consumption 
choices and our global economic system stops using our tax money to bring down 
the costs of food choices which are terrible for our bodies, our communities, and 
the environment. 

 

 

Planning and Estimation 

 

In many cases sustainable choices are simply about reducing waste and being 
more thoughtful about using the right amount of resources for a goal. Meal 
planning for an event or gathering is a great example, and an easy way to save 
money and time and reduce waste and inefficiency. 

 

Planning food for a big event involves a lot of detail and overlapping parts 

Using a food calculator 

Benefits of using a food calculator 

 Makes it easy to plan and produce meals for events and groups 

Stay organized 

Reduce costs 

Reduce waste 

Happy to share the tool if anyone would like it 

Explain what the tool does 



Estimating order quantities 

How many guests? How many staff? 

How many meals? 

How much people eat (avg, adjust for active/age) 

Add snacks, juices, sauces, etc 

Why and how much to buffer 

Check current inventory 

Equals order total 

 Menu planning 

Food lead designs meals and recipes that match our sourcing 
standards 

   Healthy, fresh, local, organic, seasonal, non-gmo, mostly vegan 

For this group, 6 meals, each with individual totals 

 Produce lists & Grocery lists 

Add up all the individual recipes to make a Produce List, and a 
Grocery List 

Conversions  

most of the world uses weights instead of volumes 

more consistency, easier to standardize, less waste 

 Confirm 

Add the total weight on the Produce List, with total weight on 
Grocery List 



  Compare to estimated totals 

Our policy is to confirm the order if the food lead’s totals are within 
25% of our estimation 

 If more than 25% we would suggest adjustments 

  But otherwise we prefer to not micro-manage the team 

  Estimations should be secondary to actual amounts 

If we end up with way too much overage we’ll adjust our 
estimation guidelines for next time 

We have lots of ways to use excesses (saving them, 
spread to team, share with the community) 

Check with food manager to see what we’ll have ready to harvest at 
that time 

 Post event: 

Adjust estimates based on remaining overage 

Find substitute ingredients for imported or expensive options 

Then template! (Turning everything you do sustainably into a 
template is a great way to repeat and improve upon your successes, 
and make it easy for other groups to do the same) 

 

Food budgets 

If we do this exercise for a series of events, we can create a list the food manager 
can use to plan what is needed, the right amount of time before it is needed 

If doing this, we would first think about all of the immediate needs and uses to 
include them in the planning (like growing some extra for our monthly community 
events, some for the land and food maintenance team, some for the event 



production and administration teams, consider if the timing is right to make some 
surplus to sell at market or trade with neighbors) 

 

Picking ingredients 

Sourcing whole food plant-based menus that have ingredients that are FLOSN 
(Fresh, Local, Organic, Seasonal, Non-gmo), and nutritionally rich 

Whole food, plant-based menus are orders of magnitude less impactful on the 
environment, including the energy consumed 

 

Fresh 

Least processing 

Highest nutrients 

No preservatives and additives 

Least need for refrigeration 

Less packaging 

 

Local 

Much less transportation 

Less packaging 

Creates jobs locally 

Who benefits? (everyone: buyer, seller, community, nature, society) 

It’s great for the community, creates a sense of community, and gives people an 

awesome opportunity to connect 



Able to get high quality products, locally, at a reasonable price 

Buying things at the market not only helps you, it directly helps the small 

businesses and farms selling at the market 

Much more of the profit goes to the farmer instead of intermediaries and 

stockholders 

 

Organic 

What are some benefits of organic produce and agriculture? 

(Encourage discussion that considers all levels: personal, community, 

environment) 

 Typically tastes better (less additives, less chemicals,  

Reduces toxic chemicals in our bodies, water, top soil, plants, animals 

 Reduces the exposure of farmers and food handlers to toxic chemicals 

Organically raised animals are treated better (not given antibiotics, growth 
hormones, or fed animal byproducts.) 

Puts resources in the hands of farmers who are committed to producing 
the highest quality food possible 

Related, doesn’t put resources in the hands of those who have 
demonstrated repeatedly that they value financial profits over nature 
and communities 

 

Seasonal 

Variety 

Less packaging 



Less transport 

 

 

Non-GMO 

We don’t know enough about the long term effects on our health, or on the 
environment 

There are a variety of studies showing they have a range of negative 
impacts on our bodies and nature 

GM foods have higher residues of herbicides 

Once the new genetic material is released in nature, it is likely impossible to 
fully clean them up later 

 

And for most meals, I would add plant based 

Range of important environmental benefits, and a shocking range of health 
benefits of choosing a mostly vegan diet 

Improves animal welfare (compared to the current industrialized, generally 
inhumane animal habitats) 

For those who do eat meat, how can that be most sustainable? 

Sourced from small local farms / wild sources instead of 
industrial/factory 

 Some meats, like fish, are better for you and the environment 

 Free of antiobiotics, hormones 

 Ethically treated 

  



 

 

Easy replacements 
(To improve locality, price, seasonality, healthfulness, energy intensity) 

Wild greens instead of cultivated or store-bought leafy greens 

Fresh herbs instead of dried (drying and packaging adds extra steps/energy) 

Whole food sweeteners and seasonings instead of sugar, salt, bottled oils, 
vinegar, condiments 

Choose local version rather than the imported one 

Choosing a whole food plant based ingredient rather than one that is 
environmentally damaging (like ice cream from bananas instead of cow’s milk), or 
dehydrating your own pizza crusts or crackers instead of buying ones made in a 
factory far away with ingredients that are bad for health. 

Ingredient substitutes 

Starches – Instead of white rice or potatoes, choose pejibaye, coconut pulp, 
heart of palm, veggie root crops like jicama and parsnip, chayote, fresh 
corn, cooked beans, sweet potatoes. These are all inexpensive – lots of 
nutrition/calories/carbs per dollar. 

Sour – lemons/limes instead of vinegar 

Salty – celery powder instead of salt 

Savory  - fresh herbs instead of processed mixes 

Sweet – use whole food (fresh or dried one ingredient) sweeteners such as 
dates, figs, dried apricots, bananas dried or fresh, mango, lucuma powder, 
raisins, coconut water, fresh orange or grapes, 

 



 

 

Benefits 

A result of using these guidelines is its very healthy, thereby reducing the 
resources you need to put on health care, increasing energy, improving mood, 
and clearing the mind. 

 

 

Purchasing what we can't grow 

Why prioritizing locally available is so important (the effects on the local 
economy, transport, packaging, supporting local small farmers instead of stock 
holders and mega corps, nutrients, preservatives) 

Deciding how much more one is willing to spend for local, organic, or local and 
organic 

There is a value to oneself to keep the local community thriving, strengthen 
relationships with local suppliers and farmers, less health care costs, likely 
greater energy/productivity/clarity which trickles into every other venture. 

Of course all this in addition to the environmental benefits, social benefits, 
and the wellbeing of animals and plants everywhere. 

Local 'vs' Organic (What about when you can’t get something both local And 
organic) 

 Best option is to find a substitute, or to make it available locally 

  Grow it yourself, or with a neighbor, or ask a neighbor 

  Seek restaurants who grow their own organic produce on site 

 



 

 

 

Going beyond the guidelines 

Organic gets a lot of attention these days, but is it the best food option there is?

 If something is organic, is it necessarily sustainable? 

 

Overlapping benefits 

Efficiency 

Use of excesses/profits, fair trade, profit sharing 

Produced by small producer, and/or socially marginalized group 

Find a way to make this into a job for someone instead of doing it myself 

Record sessions like this for sharing with others who can't travel to experiences 
like this 

Make it a template 

Not just demonstrate and teach but also make it easier for you all to demonstrate 
it and teach it to others 

Use our leftovers to reduce our costs and/or to share with the local community 

Rotate through a range of healthful options to get range of nutrients 

Growing yourself is generally considered best 

But partnering with farmers/neighbors could be better if factoring in the 
benefits to yourself and your community of more relationships and 
synergistic specialization  



Grown in a polyculture (as opposed to monoculture) 

Purchased from organizations who use their profits in ways that match your 
values 

A shared food preparer easily creates enough value to pay for them 

Time to prepare could be spent on other activities which make the world more 
sustainable 

Direct exchange with the producer instead of going through the monetary system 
first 

 

Questions? 

 

 

  



 

Appendix – How the farmer’s market strengthens a sustainable community 

 

-Hub and meeting place of producers and consumers of local food and products 

-Creates jobs in the area, especially jobs supporting organics 

-Strengthens the local economy 

-Connects the community: Creates and deepens connections and relationships 

-Contributes to a festive, high-vibe, community feeling 

-Offers an opportunity for chemical farmers to profitably transition to organic  

-Offers a space for small business owners to reach sufficient audiences 

-Attracts eco-social conscious people to the area 

-Reverses rural-drain (as people less need to leave for cities to find work) 

-Creates a financial opportunity for farmers to support themselves w/o cutting 

down trees for lumber or ranching 

-Provides more economic opportunities for women, which enriches the 

community and slows population growth 

-Lets vendors buy other market goods at retail (by trading their surplus) 
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