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100 Mile Diet 

Eating Local

The consumption of food is a daily occurrence that is required by all, yet very few people thoroughly think about the path that their food has taken to get to their plates. In Canada, 100, 000, 000 meals are eaten every day, and because our population is growing, that number increases every day (Hume, 2010).  Through the act of purchasing and consuming food, every person is connected with food and with the agri-food system even if they are not physically involved in the production. In North America and in other developed nations, there is a growing concern by many individuals, that a large amount of their food is coming from distant places, transported long distances and then is sold in industrialized supermarkets. The 100 mile diet provides an alternative to the increasingly globalized food system that we participate in. Inherent in our society is an issue that “local food production is underdeveloped” (Morrison, Nelson & Ostry, 2011, p. 491). Instead of focusing on industrialized agricultural food systems, we should turn our attention to local food production. 

As Svenfelt & Carlsson-Kanyama note, “food systems are becoming increasingly globalized, large-scale and complex”. Especially in urban areas, there is a separation between the production and consumption of food (2010). Studies show that local food systems like urban farmers’ markets are important, as they provide a direct link between the producer and the consumer. This link improves knowledge about food production and has become a driving force towards a more sustainable system of production and consumption (Svenfelt & Carlsson-Kanyama, 2010, p. 454).  Job creation and the financial impacts of food and the food chain ripple through many segments Canadian and also World economies. The connection between local food systems and economic viability has largely been unrecognized. 

Consumers who are conscious of their health and of their impact on the environment have sought out alternatives to the globalized industrial agricultural system. There is also a growing awareness by many individuals who recognize that although purchasing globalized food is often cheaper than local food, there are long term hidden costs involved. These invisible costs or “externalities” are a form of market failure. The following is an example of a hidden cost associated with the globalized food system, Smith and Mackinnon say that “some California rivers are drained nearly dry by the time they reach the coast- 85% of all water in the state is used for agricultural purposes” (2007, p. 31). In exchange for this staggering ecological assault, I am able to buy produce from California year round. As consumers we are contributing to ecological degradation, yet upfront we do not have to pay for these hidden costs. Food prices have not increased even though we have created water pollution and have generated extra greenhouse gas emissions in the production and use of nitrogen-based fertilizers. 

The number of people discussing “food miles” or the distance that food has traveled to reach the plate, has grown dramatically during recent years. The film Island on the Edge (2008) provides some examples about the distances that some food has to travel to reach supermarkets on Vancouver Island. For example an Australian orange has traveled 12,482 Km to reach Nanaimo. Although food may be grown in Canada, it is often shipped to other countries for packaging or modifications. For example, “canadian garlic” often includes garlic from China.  Major alterations have occurred in our agri-food business, that has created a system that is centralized, industrialized, and overly complex (DeWeerdt2008). It is astounding to believe that food grown thousands of miles away can be cheaper to purchase than local food. The explanation for this conundrum is simple: cheap oil (Smith, & MacKinnon, 2007, p. 30). The low cost of transportation has made it finically viable for North American supermarkets to be stocked with an ever increasing percentage of foreign grown foods. In 1970, only 21% of America’s fresh fruit was imported, however by 2001 that figure had doubled, and this percentage continues to rise with each subsequent year (Smith, & MacKinnon, 2007, p. 30). China wants to be the main produce provider in the world, and their low labour costs will enable mountains of “cheap” lettuce to be shipped by freighter around the world (Smith, & MacKinnon, 2007, p. 31). As globalization is becoming increasingly apparent in our society, major impacts on our food systems can be felt around the world. 

As a reaction to our globalized food system, Alisa Smith and J.B. MacKinnon decided to embark on a diet of consuming only foods grown within 100 miles of their home. Their journey began after visiting a cabin in Northern British Columbia in August 2004. When their food rations were running low, they were forced to feed themselves and their guests with local ingredients that they found around the cabin. Their meal consisted of Dolly Varden trout, chanterelle mushrooms, potatoes from their garden, boiled dandelion greens (Smith, & MacKinnon, 2007, p. 2). After returning back to Vancouver, they decided to embark on eating a diet consisting of foods grown within 100 miles of their Vancouver home. The 100 mile limit was chosen because 

“a 100-mile radius is large enough to reach beyond a big city and small enough to feel truly local. And it rolls off the tongue more easily than the '160-kilometer diet” (Smith, & MacKinnon, 2007).

On March 21st 2005, Smith and MacKinnon gave the 100 mile diet a trial run for a year (2007). Initially they struggled and were constantly hungry, however they soon began to find many local options. The couple wrote the book 100-Mile Diet: A Year of Local Eating, and published articles in www.thetyee.ca documenting their experience. They coined the term “ the 100 mile diet” which refers to the buying and eating food that has been grown, manufactured or produced entirely within a 100 mile radius of the individual who will be consuming the food.

This diet encourages the promotion of Local Food Patriotism where there is a collaborative effort to build a more locally based and self-reliant food economy. In order to enhance the economic, environmental and social health of a particular region, a system involving sustainable food production, processing, distribution and consumption must be put in place. The 100-mile diet aims to reduce the adverse effects of a globalized food system. These include environmental, economic and social costs. At the same time, the 100 mile diet increases the social and economic benefits to the locality. 

There are many benefits associated with purchasing and consuming locally grown food. The SFU Local Food Project has listed the top ten reasons as to why one should choose local food. They believe that you can taste the difference in freshness; food from supermarkets has been picked weeks or even months prior to purchasing. As a consumer, you know what you are eating because you can ask the farmer how the food was grown. You can reduce your climate impact. Greenhouse gas emissions are reduced because food is not transported as far. You are more in tune with the seasonal foods, and you can discover new fruits and vegetables local to your home. By purchasing locally grown produce, you help preserve local farmland and support small-scale farmers. Shopping at farmers markets enhances social interactions and helps build community. Finally, you support the local economy as it much more likely that money spent at local farmers markets will be cycled through the community (Top 10 Reasons to Eat Local, 2009).

Unfortunately there are also a few negative aspects associated with the 100 mile diet. Rich Pirog, the associate director of the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State University warns consumers that food miles/kilometers “are a good measure of how far food has traveled. But they are not a very good measure of the food’s environmental impact” (DeWeerdt, 2009). The environmental impact depends on how the food was transported. Trains are 10 times more efficient at transporting food than trucks. For example, potatoes that were grown 100 miles away and were trucked in emit the same amount of greenhouse gas emissions as those that were brought in by train from 1000 miles away (DeWeerdt, 2009). It is important to pay attention to the method of transportation for its environmental impact.

How food was grown, also plays a major role on the environmental impact it contributes.  For example, growing food in a heated greenhouse because the climate is too cold for open field production, produces more greenhouse gas emissions than transporting food from a warmer climate. As a consumer, you are able to reduce your carbon footprint at a much greater level if you were to follow a vegan diet rather than a 100 mile diet. DeWeerdt writes that “it takes more energy, and generates more emissions, to grow grain, feed it to cows, and produce meat or dairy for human consumption, than to feed grain to humans directly” (2010). There are also no regulations concerning the use of pesticide usage for local farmers, and not all farmer-market vendors are organic (DeWeerdt, 2009). Many arguments support the organic food movement as it is associated with “lower greenhouse gas emissions than conventionally grown food” (DeWeerdt, 2009).

 Social, natural and human capital can be enhanced by following the 100 mile diet. Social capital is based on the premise that social networks have value. Putnam describes this form of capital as the “collective value of all social networks and the inclinations that arise from these networks to do things for each other” (Link & Ling, 2010). Local farmers markets provide locations for social interactions to take place between farmers and consumers. This direct social interaction aids in re-creating linkages between producers and consumers. It is also more likely for conversations to emerge between fellow consumers at farmers markets than at large, industrialized supermarkets. The formation of social capital and personal wellbeing is therefore an outcome of direct interactions that occur at farmers’ markets. 

There are a few ways that natural capital can be enhanced by following a local food diet. The International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) defines natural capital as “the land, air, water, living organisms and all formations of the Earth's biosphere that provide us with ecosystem goods and services imperative for survival and well-being” (IISD, 2012). Food is a service that is produced by the Earth and required by all for survival. The consumption of local food will decrease our ecological impact on the Earth as they enhance biodiversity, through diversified production. It reduces the need for long transportation distances which contributes to a reduction in fossil fuel usage and less packaging is required when food does not have to be shipped long distances (Svenfelt & Carlsson-Kanyama, 2010, p. 455).
Deciding to follow the 100 mile diet or to eat locally grown produce, can allow consumers to increase their human capital. The IISD also provides the following definition for human capital:

human capital is “ the combined knowledge, skill, innovativeness and ability of the company’s individual employees to meet the task at hand” (IISD, 2012).
Integration into the agri-food system through purchasing local food, will allow consumers to gain important skills and knowledge about seasonal foods.  After purchasing and eating locally grown food, individuals will hopefully be motivated to grown their own produce. This newly aquired skills of growing your own food, will greater increase human capital for consumers. 

Our current globalized food system is not sustainable and therefore it is important to look to alternate food systems. Local farmers markets are beneficial by increasing biodiversity, reducing our carbon footprint, providing healthy, nutritious food, supporting small scale farmers and building community. Social interactions between consumers and farmers at markets can improve communication, increase knowledge about food production, and revitalize local food production. Local authorities should make an increasing effort to strengthen existing famers markets and support small scale farmers. I believe that following a diet of locally grown produce is beneficial not only to the consumer but also to the producer, to our society and to the economy. 
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