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Racking up the Food Miles

STEWARDSHIP Why the distance between the field and table is important.

PROJECT

debate across the developed world, causing the study didn’'t even include imports in its calculation of the
people to question the origins of the food that ends  conventional average food miles. Imports made up only 21
up on their tables. Despite how common the phrase is, percent of fruits and 4 percent of vegetables consumed in the
many people never know more about food miles thanwhat U.S. in 1970. By 2001, about 39 percent of fruits and 12 per-
the phrase implies: miles traveled by food. What is be-  cent of vegetables were imported (the typical American meal
hind this catch phrase, and what does it mean for our food on average contains ingredients from at least five foreign coun-
system and the environment? tries), so the 1,500-mile figure likely represents a gross un-
derestimate of the true average number of miles that our pro-
Defining ‘food miles’ duce travels to reach our tabfes.

A food mile is, very simply, a mile that a unit of The lowa food miles study has been replicated else-
food travels from where it is produced to where itis con- ~ Where, especially in the United Kingdom and Canada, reveal-
sumed. Each piece of food that we eat travels some num- ing similar or even more dramatic results. A 2005 London
ber of food miles, ranging from as little as a tomato’s study revealed that food in the United Kingdom travels 65
0.0057 miles from our gardens to our kitch- percent further than it did two decades &agdile a study
ens to as much as the 9,000 miles that much done in the Waterloo Region of Canada
of our lamb travels to our plates from New showed that 58 imported foods traveled an
Zealand pastures. We use food miles to as- average of about 2,800 miles, creating their
sess the impacts of our food system on en- own weight in greenhouse gas emissions dur-
ergy use, fossil fuel dependence, global cli- ing transportation aloneClearly, the trend
mate change, traffic congestion, and the eco- of high food miles is not unique to the U.S.
nomic well being of our food-producing com-
munities? In this way, “food miles” is more
than a number; it is a simplified metaphor to
convey to consumers the relative enviror-
mental and social costs of our increasingly
global food systeri.In the same way that
nutritional information on packaged food

T he concept of “food miles” has spurred heated That figure is remarkable, but the real shocker is that

Biting the hand that feeds us

Food miles are strongly connected to
the environmental and social costs of trans-
porting food, so an awareness of the distance
food travels to our plates is key to under-
standing the true impact of our consumption

informs us about the basic nutritional details
of the contents, the number of food miles
gives a generalized measure of the relative

choices. The most obvious environmental
impact of high food miles is burning fossil
fuels and emitting greenhouse gases that con-

impact of each morsel of food on our world’s social and  tribute to global warming. Transportation accounts for some-
environmental landscapés. where between 10 percent and 20 percent of emissions in food
productiorg a relatively large percentage considering that
these emissions could be avoided or reduced by using a more
local food system. In the United States, a Michigan study
found that 10 percent of energy used in the U.S. is for food
production and distribution, while about 14 percent of that is
devoted to transportatidnConsidering that annual carbon-
equivalent emissions (a direct consequence of energy use) in
the U.S. are 16 trillion pounds, food transportation accounts
for 224 billion pounds of carbon-equivalent emissions, from
the U.S. alone, every y€eHr.

To make matters worse, the same food system that so
heavily contributes to global climate change is extremely vul-
nerable to its effects. The industrial agriculture system, one

Most of my food has traveled
further in its lifetime than | have in mine

The number of miles traveled by each unit of food
has increased rapidly as constantly improving technology
chips away at the high (financial) transportation costs of
the past. It has been estimated that each item of food now
travels 50 percent further than it did in 1979, a change
primarily attributable to the rise of regional specializa-
tion in industrial monocrop agriculture. A 2003 lowa study
revealed that conventional produce traveled an average
of 1,500 miles from producer to consumer, nearly 27 times
further than the average distance (56 miles) traveled by

locally grown producé. Continued on reverse page...
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of the world’s biggest producers of greenhouse gases, faces
devastation as climate change causes climactic cycles to be-
come less predictable and temperature and precipitation vari-
ability to become extrem&Results of these climactic changes
could include environmental degradation, water shortages,
salinization, soil erosion, pests, disease and desertification, all
potentially detrimental to the systems that produce our food.
The world’s heavy dependence on an industrial agriculture sys-
tem of high food miles therefore jeopardizes the security of
our global food supply.

Food miles are not only significant for their contribution
to climate change. Other social and environmental impacts also
illuminate the importance of food miles. For example, prepa-
ration of food for lengthy journeys has its own implications for
the environment. Product packaging is more common among
foods that travel longer distances, adding more waste into our
already sprawling and overflowing landfills. Finally, there are
important social costs of high food miles that are often over-
looked. First of all, bringing in more cheaply produced food
from elsewhere sends money out of the local economy, sacri-
ficing the potential for local economic growth and self-suffi-
ciency. Furthermore, studies show that the nutritional value of
produce declines as time passes after harvest, so high food miles
are nutritionally detrimental as wétl.

These high costs to the environment and to society in
general have prompted a growing movement of local food con-
sumption, an important step toward a more sustainable food
system. At the same time, many critics say that the number of
food miles does not accurately represent these social and envi-
ronmental costs.

Simple & to the point

Of course, using food miles as a representation of the
environmental impact of our food choices is an oversimplifi-
cation. Itis true that the environmental costs of our food choices
are not fully measured by the number of miles our food travels
to reach our tables; how food is grown and the mode of trans-
portation are two variables that provide a more comprehensive
“life cycle measurement” of a food’s total environmental im-
pact. Itis also true, however, that no measure fully, simply, and
efficiently describes the costs of our food choices, which is
why “food miles” remains an important concept. Instead of
wasting valuable resources attempting to measure every detalil
of these impacts, and then confusing consumers with the re-
sults, “food miles” gives us a basic idea with time left over to
start addressing the problem.

What can you do?

As consumers increasingly demand locally produced
food, local producers will supply it, shortening the average dis-
tance between producer and consumer. Shopping at your local
farmers’ market or co-op is an excellent start, but even when
buying at giant supermarket chains, check your bags of apples
or potatoes for their origin. When given the choice, select the
product grown closest to home. If every consumer makes this
choice, we will begin to see a dramatic reduction in average
food miles.
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This fact sheet is brought to you by the members and staff of the
Land Stewardship Project, a private, nonprofit organization devoted
tofostering an ethic of stewardship for farmland and to seeing more
successful farmers on the land raising crops and livestock.
For more information, call 651-653-0618 or visit www.land
stewar dshipproject.org.




