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PREFACE


How much do we really know about the food we buy at our local supermarkets and serve to our families? That’s the question that filmmaker Robert Kenner sought to answer in Food, Inc.


The result is a stunning, mind-expanding movie that lifts the veil on our nation’s food industry, exposing the highly mechanized underbelly that’s been hidden from the American consumer with the consent of our government’s regulatory agencies, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). As Kenner shows, our nation’s food supply is now controlled by a handful of corporations that often put profit ahead of consumer health, the livelihood of the American farmer, the safety of workers, and our natural environment.

As a result of this truly revolutionary reshaping of the national food supply—caused by business and political trends of just the last forty years—we now have bigger-breasted chickens, the “perfect” pork chop, insecticide-resistant soybean seeds, and even tomatoes that won’t go bad during a long trip from the fields to the supermarket shelf. But we also have new, resistant strains of E. coli, the harmful bacteria that causes illness for an estimated 73,000 Americans annually.

We suffer from widespread obesity, particularly among children, and epidemic levels of diabetes and other diet-related illnesses. We have a vast and growing population of farm workers and food processing employees who are underpaid, lack health insurance, and in some cases labor in virtual slavery. We have ugly, foul-smelling factory farms that pollute the air and water while producing foods of dubious safety and nutritional value. We have secretive corporations that increasingly control not just our food supply but  the very genetic makeup of the plants that sustain life on Earth. And we have a worldwide economic system that impoverishes farmers in the developing world even as it drives up food prices for the poorest of the poor.

Featuring interviews with such experts as Eric Schlosser (Fast Food Nation) and Michael Pollan (The Omnivore’s Dilemma), along with forward-thinking entrepreneurs like Stonyfield’s Gary Hirshberg and Polyface Farm’s Joel Salatin, Food, Inc. reveals surprising and often shocking truths—about what we eat and how it’s produced, but also about who we have become as a nation and where we are going from here.

Because Food, Inc. deals with a topic of such importance, complexity, and inherent interest, it’s a perfect opportunity to launch the series of film-to-page companion books whose first offspring you now hold in your hand. The American food production system and its impact on our health, our economy, our natural environment, and even our freedoms as a people is a theme with vast ramifications. Understanding it requires drawing a host of connections that no single movie could hope to trace. Hence this book, which is designed to help you take your knowledge about today’s food crisis—and your ability to help find solutions—to the next level.

In his chapter on the making of Food, Inc., director Robby Kenner describes the personal journey of discovery he experienced in researching and creating the film. For me, bringing together the contents of this book has been an equally eye-opening journey.

One extraordinary stage in that journey took place over Labor Day weekend in 2008, when my wife Mary-Jo and I attended the Slow Food Nation conference in San Francisco—the first national gathering of Slow Food USA, the American branch of an international organization founded by the Italian cultural critic Carlo Petrini.

Slow Food’s original intention was, as the name implies, to combat the spread of American-style fast food and to defend more traditional forms of agriculture and food preparation. It has spread to the United States (as well as around the world) and has now become a popular movement that strives to address and link an array of economic, cultural, and political issues related to the production, sale, and use of food.

After spending four days joining some 85,000 participants in sampling many of the activities offered—including food tastings and sales, panel discussions, film screenings, educational exhibits, and (of course)  some amazing dinners—I came away convinced I’d witnessed one stage in the emergence of a new social, political, and economic movement.

The people and organizations who attended the conference came from many varied backgrounds and brought a wide range of interests and values to the table. Some were food lovers for whom the pleasure of fresh, local, well-prepared farm products is the chief motivating factor. Others were economists focused on issues like global hunger and the exploitation of farm workers. And still others were scientists and activists concerned with nutrition, food safety, pollution, and global climate change. Several of the distinguished experts and brilliant writers who would ultimately contribute to this book, from Eric Schlosser and Michael Pollan to Marion Nestle, were in attendance.

The San Francisco gathering convinced me that something big is happening in America today, represented not just by the tens of thousands of people who attended the conference but also by millions of other people around the country who are engaged in similar activities: shopping at organic food stores, at local farmers’ markets, or through community-supported agriculture programs (CSAs); ordering fair-trade coffee when they get their morning caffeine fix; asking their kids’ schools to get junk food out of the cafeterias; planting community gardens; and writing their representatives to call for changes in farm subsidies, better regulation of meat production, and clearer food labeling standards.

Thanks to concerned Americans such as these, food-related issues—hunger, childhood obesity, rising food prices, water shortages, soil depletion, and many others—are finally achieving a critical mass of attention from the media and the general public. And President Barack Obama has indicated his sympathy for many of the goals of the movement—although, of course, translating that sympathy into concrete reforms against the wishes of a deeply entrenched power base that supports and profits from the current system of industrialized food production will be enormously challenging.

Events such as the release of Food, Inc. can play an important catalytic role by bringing together thousands of people and getting them to draw the lines connecting seemingly unrelated economic, political, and social issues. We’re hoping the book in your hand will also play a significant supporting role in that consciousness-raising process.

The book is divided into three sections. Part I focuses on the film itself and includes director Robby Kenner’s personal account of the making of Food, Inc. and an interview with co-producer Eric Schlosser, who puts the movie in the broader social context of today’s burgeoning food-reform movement.

Part II takes a closer look at many of the issues raised by the movie, providing those who’ve seen the film (and those who haven’t) with much more information about the scientific, economic, political, social, and personal conflicts underpinning the current battle for control of America’s food supply. Some of the topics discussed in Part II—like the effort by companies such as Monsanto to take control of the genetic basis of our food supply, analyzed by veteran science journalist Peter Pringle, or the appalling conditions suffered by agricultural workers, described by United Farm Workers’ (UFW) leader Arturo Rodriguez—will be familiar from Food, Inc. Others—like the impact of farming on global climate change, discussed by Anna Lappé, or the effects of the American food system on poor people around the world, dissected by Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus—are touched on only briefly, or not at all, in the movie. Taken together, the chapters in this part of the book should deepen your appreciation for the importance of the issues treated in the film and the complexities of their interrelationships.

In Part III, we offer some solutions—real-world steps that you can take as a consumer and a citizen to promote improvements in the ways we produce, distribute, and eat food. The advice in this section ranges from the inspirational, as offered up by writer Michael Pollan and ecoagricultural firebrand Joel Salatin; to the intensely practical, including, for example, simple ways to separate food facts from food myths when planning your own family’s diet, provided by nutrition expert Marion Nestle; and some ideas on how you can launch a campaign to improve the food served in your neighborhood schools from the citizen-activists at the Center for Science in the Public Interest.

Interspersed throughout the book, among the twelve full-length chapters provided by our distinguished experts, we’ve included shorter excerpts under the heading of “Another Take.” These offer different perspectives or useful ideas from some of the leading organizations working to improve our ways of producing and eating food, ranging from the  Humane Society of the United States and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to Sustainable Table and Food & Water Watch.

Finally, the book concludes with a list of many more resources you can turn to for more information, ideas, and inspiration. They include some of the best books in the field as well as contact information for organizations that are at the forefront of the change effort and URLs for websites that are filled with useful facts related to every major food issue.

One important note: although all of the distinguished individuals and organizations that contributed to this book share a concern about the problems with our industrialized food system and a desire to reform it, they don’t always agree on specific details or policy prescriptions. So the appearance of a particular writer or group in these pages shouldn’t be construed as an endorsement of every opinion presented elsewhere in the book. Among other things, this book reflects some of the lively ongoing debates among the “food community” about the best directions for the future—debates that, we believe, embody the best American traditions and the hope for a better tomorrow shaped by the contributions of all of us.

Filmmaker Robby Kenner, his colleagues at Participant Media, their publishing partners at PublicAffairs, and all the gifted writers and researchers who helped create the contents of this volume surely join me in hoping that this book, and the movie that inspired it, will become simply the beginning—not the end—of your engagement in the global initiative to create a healthier, more sustainable food supply system for all the peoples of the world.


Karl Weber  
Irvington, New York
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ONE


REFORMING FAST FOOD NATION  A CONVERSATION WITH ERIC SCHLOSSER



Eric Schlosser is an award-winning investigative journalist whose work has appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, Rolling Stone, the Nation, and the New Yorker. His writing has focused mainly on groups at the margins of American society: illegal immigrants, migrant farm workers, prisoners, and the victims of crime. His first book, Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal (2001), was an international best seller, translated into twenty languages. His second book, Reefer Madness: Sex, Drugs, and Cheap Labor in the American Black Market (2003), explored the underground economy of the United States. In Chew on This (2006), Schlosser and his coauthor Charles Wilson introduced young readers to many of the issues and problems arising from industrial food production. Two of Schlosser’s plays, Americans (2003) and We the People (2007), have been produced in London. He served as a cowriter and executive producer of the film Fast Food Nation (2006). He also served as an executive producer of the film There Will Be Blood (2007). For many years, Schlosser has been researching a book about the American prison system.




Q. Your book Fast Food Nation was one of the landmarks in the development of today’s movement to reform the American food production system. Can you talk about how you got involved as a journalist with issues surrounding food, and how Fast Food Nation came to be?


I was introduced to the world of modern food production in the mid- 1990s while researching an article about California’s strawberry industry for the Atlantic Monthly. It was an investigative piece about illegal immigrants, the transformation of California agriculture, the exploitation of poor migrant workers. It opened my eyes to the difference between what  you see in the supermarket and what you see in the fields—the reality of how our food is produced.

So my interest in the whole subject began from the workers’ perspective. At the time, the governor of California, Pete Wilson, was arguing that illegal immigrants were welfare cheats. He claimed they were coming to California to live off taxpayers. Instinctively, that didn’t sound right to me. During my visits to California, I noticed there were a lot of poor Latinos working very hard at jobs that nobody else seemed willing to do.

The discrepancy between the governor’s rhetoric and what I saw with my own eyes made me curious about the actual economic effect of all these illegal immigrants in California. So I began to investigate the subject. And I found that during the same years in which illegal immigration to California had increased, the number of farm workers there had grown too. In fact, California was becoming increasingly dependent on poor farm workers to pick its fruits and vegetables by hand. And lo and behold, some of Pete Wilson’s largest campaign supporters were California growers who were profiting enormously from the exploitation of illegal immigrants.

 



Q. Purely a coincidence, I’m sure.

Of course.

Now, I didn’t really want to write a political piece about Pete Wilson and why he was such a hypocrite. I’ve tried hard to avoid writing about politics and politicians. But I wanted to show people that, far from being parasites, these illegal immigrants were propping up California’s agricultural industry—which to this day is the most important sector of the state’s economy. I had no idea that agriculture was still so important there. When you think of the California economy, you think of high-tech industries like Silicon Valley, you think of Hollywood. You don’t think of poor, desperate migrants picking fruits and vegetables with their bare hands. But at the heart of the state’s economy is this hard, ugly reality. That was true back in the 1990s, and it’s still true today.

So in my article for the Atlantic, I wanted to write about farm labor economics, the history of illegal immigration, and the role of illegals in the California economy. But I wanted to do all this by telling the story of something very simple and concrete that we all like to eat: strawberries.

You know, I love strawberries. But when most people see a display of strawberries in their local supermarket, they don’t realize that every one of those strawberries has to be very carefully picked by hand. Strawberries are very fragile and easily bruised. So if you want to produce a lot of strawberries in California, you need a lot of hands to pick them. And during the past thirty years—which is the period when, surprisingly enough, the California strawberry became enormous—those hands have belonged to people who are likely to be in the state illegally, who are willing to work for substandard wages in terrible conditions.

Instead of writing a political rant about immigration policy or Pete Wilson, I just wrote something that said, “Look, here’s where your strawberries come from—and here’s what the consequences are.”

That article about migrants in the Atlantic Monthly was read by the editors at Rolling Stone—Jann Wenner, Bob Love, and Will Dana. They called me into their office and said, “We loved your article, and we’d like you to do for fast food what you did for the strawberry. We want you to write an investigative piece about the fast-food industry. And we want you to call it ‘Fast Food Nation.’”

In retrospect, that was a damn good idea. But at the time, I wasn’t so sure about it. The editors at Rolling Stone didn’t know much about the fast-food industry, and neither did I. It wasn’t at all clear what the scope or the focus of the article would be. And I didn’t want to write something that was snobby and elitist, you know, a put-down of Americans and of their plastic fast-food culture. I still ate at McDonald’s then, especially when I was on the road. I really like hamburgers and French fries, and I don’t consider myself some kind of gourmand. So I knew what I  didn’t want the article to be, but I wasn’t really sure what it should or could be. There was a basic question that needed to be answered: what’s the story here?

Jann and Will were really curious about the industry and thought it was worth exploring. So I told them, “Let me think about it.”

 




Q. By the way, do fast-food companies advertise in Rolling Stone?


Yeah, the magazine’s main readers—young males—are a major demographic for the fast-food chains. Jann Wenner was willing to go after some of his own advertisers, which I give him a lot of credit for.

At first, I wasn’t sure whether or not I wanted to accept the assignment. It ran the risk of becoming something terribly kitschy and ironic. So I did what I always do when I want to learn more about a subject: I went to the New York Public Library. Almost everything I write begins at a library—and that is still true today, even with the incredible amount of information available on the Internet. I started reading books about industrial food production and the fast-food industry. Some of the most interesting were memoirs written by the founders of the industry, people like Ray Kroc of McDonald’s, Colonel Sanders of Kentucky Fried Chicken, and Tom Monaghan of Domino’s Pizza.

I was pretty amazed by what I learned. I was amazed by the size and power of the fast-food industry, by the speed at which it had grown. There was so much that I’d never thought about, like the impact of McDonald’s on American agriculture, the role of fast-food marketing in changing the American diet, the obesity epidemic among American children, the huge political and economic influence of the big agribusiness firms.

I was intrigued. So I went back to Will and Jann, and I said, “Yeah, I’ll take the assignment. But let’s be clear about the scope of this story. I think it’s going to lead in all sorts of directions, into all kinds of tangents. This industry has had an impact on many aspects of American society. And I should try to follow the story wherever it leads.” And they said, “Great, go for it.” So I did.

Researching and writing the article wound up taking me about a year, a lot longer than I thought it would. In the fall of 1998, Rolling Stone ran it in two parts. And looking back, although we called the article “Fast Food Nation,” it was really never about fast food. It was about this country—about what our food system reveals about our society.

 



Q. Are you saying that your work was driven by a political agenda?

No, I’m much more interested in history and culture and economics than in politics. I don’t write with a specific “political agenda” in mind. I try to write things that are complex, that are open to different interpretations, that respect the reader’s intelligence. I try to avoid simplistic explanations or ten-point manifestos. The writers whom I’ve admired most, the ones who have inspired me most, threw themselves into the big issues  of their day. They didn’t play it safe, hold back, or write for the sake of writing. Writers like Upton Sinclair, John Dos Passos, George Orwell, Arthur Miller, Hunter S. Thompson—they were willing to take risks and go against the grain. My writing deals with many subjects that politicians also deal with. But that doesn’t mean I’m interested in writing political tracts. For me, the crucial questions have always been: Is this subject important? Is it relevant? Is it meaningful? Is there something new to be said about it? When the answers are yes, I get to work.

Coming of age in the Reagan-Bush era had a big impact on me. For the past thirty years, so much of American society has been driven by selfishness and greed and a lack of compassion for people at the bottom. I’ve tried hard in my work to question those motives and offer an opposing view. I’ve tried to expose hypocrisy and corruption. But what I’ve tried to do, most of all, is simply to understand the times we live in: What is really going on? What are the driving forces behind the changes we’re experiencing? How did things get to be this way?

 




Q. So how did the two-part article for Rolling Stone become the basis for a book?


After the article came out, it felt like there was still a lot more to say about the subject. There were a number of issues that I wanted to explore in greater depth. So expanding it into a book seemed the natural next step.

I found the process of reporting the article to be deeply moving. I spent a great deal of time in meatpacking communities, which are sad, desperate places. Seeing the abuse of these meatpacking workers really affected me. Meatpacking used to be one of the best-paid jobs in the country. Until the late 1970s, meatpacking workers were like auto workers. They had well-paid union jobs. They earned good wages, before the fast-food companies came along. It upset me to find that the wages of meatpacking workers had recently been slashed, that they were now suffering all kinds of job-related injuries without being properly compensated.

One of the more remarkable moments of my research occurred while I was visiting a home in the Midwest where a group of impoverished meatpacking workers lived. They were all illegal immigrants. And while I was talking with them, I learned that some of them had worked at a  strawberry farm I’d visited for the Atlantic Monthly piece. That’s when I realized that this was a really important story, one that deserved a lot more of my time and attention. California has been exploiting migrant workers from Mexico for a hundred years. But that form of exploitation had, until recently, been limited to California and a handful of South-western states. Now it seemed to be spreading throughout the United States. Finding that illegal immigrants were being exploited in the heart-land of America, in a little town that on the surface looked straight out of a Norman Rockwell postcard—well, to me, this was something new, a disturbing and important new trend.

 



Q. How much resistance did you encounter in researching and reporting the book?

A lot. None of the major meatpacking companies allowed me to visit their facilities. McDonald’s was not at all helpful. The industry, on the whole, didn’t roll out a welcome mat. But many of the workers at fast-food restaurants and meatpacking plants were eager to talk with me. They felt that their stories had not yet been told, and they wanted the world to know what was happening. Their help made Fast Food Nation  possible.

Robby Kenner, the director of Food, Inc., has said that his film is not just about food. It’s also about threats to the First Amendment and the desire of some powerful corporations to suppress the truth. I would agree with that description of his film, and it also applies to my book. Both of us, while investigating America’s industrial food system, were struck by the corrupting influence of centralized power. Whenever power is concentrated and unaccountable—whether it’s corporate power, governmental power, or religious power—it inevitably leads to abuses. Human beings are imperfect, and you need a system of checks and balances to keep them in line, to encourage good behavior. You need competing centers of power. That’s not a new idea. That’s an old-fashioned American idea. You can thank James Madison and the other founding fathers for coming up with it.

And of course this matters a great deal when you’re talking about the food industry. I think the food industry is, by far, the most important industry in every society. Without it, you can’t have any other industry. All  the others depend on people being able to eat. It’s one thing if competition is eliminated in the baseball card business. That wouldn’t be good, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world, either, unless you’re a baseball card fanatic. When you talk about the food industry, however, you’re talking about something fundamental. You’re talking about an industry whose business practices help determine the health of the customers who eat its products, the health of the workers who make its products, the health of the environment, animal welfare, and so much more. The nation’s system of food production—and who controls it—has a profound impact on society.

Here’s an example. One of the major themes of Fast Food Nation and  Food, Inc. is the power of corporations to influence government policy. Again and again, we see these companies seeking deregulation—and government subsidies. They hate government regulations that protect workers and consumers but love to receive taxpayer money. That theme has implications far beyond the food industry. The same kind of short-sighted greed that has threatened food safety and worker safety for years now threatens the entire economy of the United States. You can’t separate the deregulation of the food industry from the deregulation of our financial markets. Both were driven by the same mindset. And now we find ourselves on the brink of a worldwide economic meltdown. But in times of crisis we are more likely to see things clearly, to recognize that many of the problems in our society are interconnected. The same guys who would sell you contaminated meat would no doubt sell you toxic mortgages, just to make an extra buck.

One of my goals in Fast Food Nation was to make connections between things that might not obviously seem linked. And that posed one of the biggest challenges in writing the book: how far could I go, off on a tangent, before losing readers? I was constantly worried about straying too far and writing something that seemed slightly crazy; I wanted to show the power and influence of this one industry, without exaggerating and suggesting that it somehow ruled the world. There’s a fine line between being iconoclastic and being nuts. But it was important to trace the various interconnections. So I wrote about Walt Disney in a book about fast food because Disney greatly influenced how McDonald’s marketed its food to children—and that helped change the health of children  throughout the world. Some of the things that I learned were truly bizarre, like the fact that Heinz Haber, one of Disney’s principal scientific advisers, had been involved with medical experiments performed on concentration camp victims in Nazi Germany. Haber later hosted a Disney documentary singing the praises of nuclear power: “Our Friend the Atom.” That fact seemed incredibly bizarre—and yet on some level it also seemed relevant. It made sense, when you’re talking about systems that worship uniformity, conformity, and centralized control.

Again and again, I was amazed by where the research led. So much of what I learned seemed incredible. I found myself thinking, “I’m a pretty well-informed person. Why didn’t I know about any of this? Why didn’t I know about the transformation of the meatpacking industry? Or about the hardships of a new, low-wage workforce? Or about the growth of a flavor industry in New Jersey that invents the taste of almost everything we eat?”

When I spoke to my journalist friends in New York about what I was finding, they didn’t know anything about it either. These subjects were not part of the mainstream media’s conversation during the late 1990s. I felt like there was this whole world, behind the counter, that had been deliberately hidden from us.

In retrospect, I wish that I’d been able to take a college course on modern food production, like the kind that Michael Pollan now teaches at Berkeley. A decade ago, I was remarkably ignorant about the subject, and it was hard to find information in one place. I pretty much educated myself—and while I uncovered a lot of interesting stuff, there were also some large gaps in my education. After Fast Food Nation was published, I met a number of people who had been wrestling with many of the same issues during the 1970s: Wendell Berry, Alice Waters, Orville Schell, Marion Nestle, Francis Moore Lappé. They were trailblazers in this field, and I tried to honor them in subsequent editions of Fast Food Nation. Anyone concerned about sustainable agriculture should get to know their work.

Keep in mind, during the 1990s, most of the issues surrounding industrial food production weren’t really being discussed in the mainstream. I am very lucky that my editors recognized the importance of this subject, supported my investigative work, and never asked me to tone it down. At  Rolling Stone, Jann Wenner, Bob Love, and Will Dana were terrific. Oprah Winfrey had just been sued by the meatpacking industry, and there was every reason for the magazine to fear a similar lawsuit. And it took a lot of nerve for Eamon Dolan, my editor at Houghton Mifflin, to make Fast Food Nation his first book at that publishing house. It could easily have been his last one.

I worked hard to make sure everything in the book was as accurate as could be. I didn’t want to get sued—and, as a rule, I like to be right. I hate finding even the tiniest mistake in anything I write. So I hired a fact-checker, Charles Wilson, who’d worked at the New Yorker. He challenged every single assertion of fact in the book. And I hired a well-known libel attorney, Ellis Levine. Both of them went over the manuscript with a fine-tooth comb. Most of the changes that I had to make were relatively minor ones, altering a word or two here or there. However, I did have to cut a few pages describing some allegedly fraudulent business practices by one of the big meatpacking companies. I didn’t have enough evidence to make the accusation. Since I couldn’t prove it, I couldn’t include it. It was difficult to get rid of those pages because I knew that company was doing some bad things in violation of the law.

 




Q. Fast Food Nation became a best seller and one of the most influential books of recent years. How did that happen?


Well, it was a reminder that the conventional wisdom is usually wrong. The major New York publishers weren’t interested in publishing the book. They didn’t think anyone would want to read it. They didn’t think people would care about these things.

In the end, Fast Food Nation was published by one of the last independent publishing houses, Houghton Mifflin, based in Boston. My editor there, Eamon Dolan, felt passionately about the subject, took a big risk signing the book, and supported me from beginning to end. There was never any pressure to play it safe. But there was also no expectation on the part of Houghton Mifflin that Fast Food Nation would be a best seller. It was launched with a relatively modest marketing campaign. But independent book stores and public radio stations took an interest in the book, and readers began to discover it on their own—especially young people.

I was forty-one years old when Fast Food Nation was published in 2001, and I had no idea who would read it. It was amazing to find that most of the people reading the book were at least half my age. They were college students and high school students who’d never known an America without fast food, who’d grown up in a world saturated with fast-food advertising. I’m old enough to remember when the first McDonald’s opened in New York City. That was a big deal; I went there the first week it was open.

You might think that people for whom fast food was a routine part of daily life would be among the least likely to respond to the book. You’d think they’d be the most brainwashed by fast-food marketing. But maybe it all makes perfect sense. Maybe if you’ve been bombarded with these ads, practically since birth, you’re even more curious about an alternative view, about a different reality hidden in plain sight.

Now, of course, I’m especially gratified to have so many young people reading the book because if anyone’s going to change our industrial food system, it will be them.

When I look at my generation—basically the Reagan-Bush generation—and compare it with the young people of today, I feel hopeful. Kids today are a lot more interested in social issues than my generation was. Just look at the enthusiasm that Barack Obama has generated. There are tons of young people today who are awake and alive, who are questioning the way things are. And there will soon be more of them, as kids graduating from college have to face the consequences of our recent economic policies.

If Fast Food Nation had been published in 1995, I doubt that many people would have read it. I’d like to think that my writing is so eloquent and powerful that it would have found an audience no matter when the book appeared, but I’m not that delusional. The truth is that the book appeared at the right moment—in January 2001, a few weeks after George W. Bush took office, right after the theft of the election. It was a moment when people were suddenly beginning to question what was happening in our country. And some of the problems with our industrial food system were just becoming apparent, as Europe wrestled with an outbreak of mad cow disease. Fast Food Nation provided an alternative view of the world. It said that things are not OK, at a time when people were starting to feel that way for a lot of reasons.

Soon, a movement to reform our food system really began to emerge. Parents began to campaign against junk food in schools. Childhood obesity became a national issue. Meat recalls raised questions about food safety. And other books on the subject began to appear. Marion Nestle’s Food Politics came out in 2002. Michael Pollan’s book, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, followed a few years later. Questions were finally being raised in the mainstream about how we produce and market our food. And the more that consumers learned about industrial agriculture, the angrier they got.

 



Q. Now nearly ten years have passed. How has the story of America’s relationship to food changed in that time?

There has been a sea change in American attitudes toward food, especially among the educated and the upper-middle class. And there is now a powerful social movement centered on food. Sustainable agriculture, the obesity epidemic, food safety, illegal immigration, animal welfare, the ethics of marketing to children—all of these things are now being widely discussed and debated. The nature of the discussion isn’t always to my liking. But at least the issues aren’t being hidden and suppressed. Now they are out in the open.

So there’s been a huge change in eating habits and awareness among the well-educated and the upper-middle class. For proof of that, just look at the success of Whole Foods, the Food Network, the rise of celebrity chefs, the spread of farmers’ markets, all the best sellers about food. Some people worry that the movement to reform our food system is elitist, that right now it appeals to a narrow segment of society. I think that’s a real danger, but you have to keep in mind, lots of social movements started off that way. The abolition movement, the civil rights movement, feminism, environmentalism, they all began among the educated, upper-middle class. My concern about the food movement isn’t where it started. I’m much more concerned about where it’s headed. Fast Food Nation offered a critique of the last thirty years of American history and what happened to ordinary people and the poor during that time. I hope the food movement will grow and extend more broadly throughout society. And we need a government that encourages that. For me, this movement has always been about much bigger issues than  “Does an heirloom tomato taste better than a mass-produced tomato?” I don’t see any point in having heirloom, organic tomatoes if they’re harvested by slave labor. I want tomatoes that taste good—but I also want tomato pickers to be paid well. Luckily, I think a lot of people are starting to realize that it’s possible to have both.

 



Q. Do you see actual reform of the food system beginning to occur, beyond such trends as farmers’ markets and organic restaurants?

There’s no question that meaningful reform has begun. The Coalition of Immokalee Workers, a wonderful organization that defends the rights of farm workers in Florida, has forged agreements with the leading fast-food chains and with Whole Foods. Organic produce is the fastest-growing and most profitable segment of American agriculture. School districts throughout the country are banning sodas and junk foods. New York City and California have passed menu-labeling laws, and California voters recently backed a referendum on behalf of animal welfare. Everywhere you look, people are changing what they eat and demanding that companies be held accountable for what they sell.

Unfortunately, over the past decade, some things have gotten worse—especially the abuse of meatpacking workers. And food safety has deteriorated significantly, with some of the biggest recalls in U.S. history occurring in the last few years. The administration of President George W. Bush was completely in bed with the large meatpacking and food-processing companies. As a result, food safety regulations were rolled back or ignored. These industries were pretty much allowed to regulate themselves. And tens of thousands of American consumers paid the price, with their health.

The fast-food industry has done some good things in the areas of animal welfare, antibiotic use among livestock, and food safety. But the big chains are pretty much operating the way they always have. They want their products to be cheap and taste everywhere exactly the same. That requires a certain kind of production system, an industrial agriculture responsible for all sorts of harms. And the fast-food chains want their labor to be cheap as well. The fundamental workings of this system haven’t changed at all since Fast Food Nation was published.

In the next few years, I hope to see the same new awareness about food that you find among the well-to-do—and the same access to good food—spreading among the poor, among ordinary, working people. If that doesn’t happen, we will wind up with a society in which the wealthy are eating well and staying fit, and everyone else is eating cheap, crappy food and suffering from poor health. At the moment, about two-thirds of the adult population in the United States is obese or overweight. That’s the recipe for a public health disaster, and if the number grows much higher, it will be a monumental disaster.

 



Q. Some people blame economics for the bad eating habits a lot of Americans practice. Is it true that healthy eating costs more than unhealthy eating?

Technically, no. It’s possible to go to the market, buy good ingredients, and make yourself a healthy meal for less than it costs to buy a value meal at McDonald’s. But most people don’t have the time or the skills to do that. It’s a hell of a lot easier to buy your meal at the drive-through. I can understand why a single parent, working two jobs, would find it easier to stop at McDonald’s with the kids rather than cook something from scratch at home.

But we’re looking at the whole economic issue the wrong way. Instead of asking, “What does it cost to eat healthy food?” we should be asking, “What’s the real cost of this fast, cheap food?” When you look at the long list of harms, this fast, cheap food is much too expensive.

For example, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimate that one-third of all American children born in the year 2000 will develop diabetes as a result of poor diet and lack of exercise. So when we talk about bringing healthy food to every American—yes, it probably means spending more money on food. But you can spend that extra money on food now, or spend a lot more money later, treating heart disease and diabetes.

The fast-food industry didn’t suddenly appear in a vacuum. The industry’s growth coincides neatly with a huge decline in the minimum wage, beginning in the late 1960s. When you cut people’s wages by as much as forty percent, they need cheap food. And the labor policies of the fast-food industry helped drive those wages down. For years, the industry has employed more minimum-wage workers than any other—and has  lobbied for lower minimum wages. So we’ve created a perverse system in which the food is cheap at fast food restaurants because they employ cheap labor, sell products that are heavily subsidized by the government, and sell them to consumers whose wages have been kept low. We’re talking about a race to the bottom. We shouldn’t have a society where the only food that’s readily affordable is unhealthy food.

 



Q. So how can we break this cycle?

Well, we can start by taking care of children in this country, rather than simply talking about “family values.” We can invest in bringing healthy food into public schools and teaching children about nutrition—like Alice Waters has done, at the Edible Schoolyard. We can begin to change the food culture of this country by changing how we feed and educate our children.

We can create a health-care system that looks after everybody in the country, rich or poor, that cares more about preventing illness than about medicating it, that intervenes long before people need heart bypass surgery or dialysis.

We can raise wages and remove the unfair obstacles that block unionization among farm workers and restaurant workers.

We can make healthy foods more widely available by supporting farmers’ markets and bringing supermarkets into low-income neighborhoods. And we can make industrial fast foods more expensive by insuring that the prices at the counter reflect the true costs to society.

We can pass environmental laws that make factory farms clean up their own waste, animal welfare laws that end unnecessary cruelty, and labeling laws that tell consumers what’s in their food. This might drive up the price of meat. It might force some Americans to reduce their meat intake. But that might be a good thing. I still eat meat, I’m not a vegetarian—yet. But do we need to eat a large portion of meat two or three times a day, as many Americans do? I don’t think so. And if we eliminate some of the factors that keep the price of meat artificially low, it will improve the health of consumers, livestock, and the land.

We can get rid of government subsidies for factory farms and corporate farms. If the government’s going to subsidize any foods, it should be healthy foods: fruits, nuts, and vegetables—not high-fructose corn syrup  and corn-based cattle feeds. And we need to support family farmers who have a long-term interest in land stewardship, not corporate farms that view the land as just another commodity to be bought, sold, and exploited.

There’s no one thing, no simple cure, that is going to transform the American diet or our industrial food system. It’s going to be an enormous task. But as revolutions go, this one will be a real pleasure. Making Americans healthier, providing them food that tastes a lot better—we’re not talking about imposing some grim sacrifices. And reforming the food system won’t harm the United States economically. The food industry isn’t going to go away, there aren’t going to be massive job cuts. People will still need to eat, but the money they spend for food—and the money the government spends on food—will wind up in different hands. The United States has incredibly productive farmland for grains, fruits, vegetables, and livestock. A reformed food industry would in many ways be more economically efficient. The obesity epidemic is now costing us about $100 billion a year. The medical costs imposed by the fast-food industry are much larger than its annual profits—except the industry isn’t paying those medical bills. Obesity may soon surpass tobacco as the number-one cause of preventable death in the United States. How much is each one of those lives worth?

Today there are a lot of complex problems in the United States that will be very difficult to solve. Reforming the food industry isn’t one of them. Companies that sell healthy foods should earn large profits; companies that sell junk food shouldn’t.

 



Q. Yet your agenda for change is so sweeping that it sounds radical.

Radical? I think my proposals are pretty conservative. It’s the industrial food system that seems radical and completely out-of-keeping with tradition. This country thrived for almost two hundred years without industrial fast foods. There’s no reason we can’t thrive, once again, without them. The way we produce food today, this giant industrial system, is only about thirty years old. And look at the damage it has already done, in such a brief period of time. For most of our history, we had a very different kind of agricultural system and a very different diet—and that traditional system worked well enough to support a continent full of people, to feed our cities, to help feed the rest of the world.

 



Q. So if reforming the food system is actually a feasible project—more a matter of restoration than of radical change—the question is one of public will. How close are we, do you think, to a tipping point?

I don’t know when we’ll reach the tipping point. But I do know we’re a hell of a lot closer now than we were ten years ago. I’m optimistic.




 Another Take 


 FOOD SAFETY CONSEQUENCES OF FACTORY FARMS 

By Food & Water Watch


Food & Water Watch is a nonprofit consumer organization that works to ensure clean water and safe food. Working with grassroots organizations around the world, it strives to create an economically and environmentally viable future by challenging the corporate control and abuse of our food and water resources, empowering people to take action, and by transforming the public consciousness about what we eat and drink.

In “Food Safety Consequences of Factory Farms,” Food & Water Watch provides an overview of some of the devastating effects—on consumers, on the environment, and on animals themselves—of the widespread system of industrialized farming that has become the norm in twenty-first century America. For more information, visit the organization’s website at http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org.




Today, many of the meat and dairy products sold in the United States come from factory farms—industrial-scale facilities where tens of thousands of animals are crowded together in tight conditions and cannot carry out normal behaviors such as grazing, rooting, and pecking.

The environmental and economic effects of factory farms on rural communities are well known. These facilities cannot process the enormous amounts of waste produced by thousands of animals, so they pour and pile manure into large cesspools and spray it onto the land. This causes health problems for workers and for neighbors. Leaks and spills from manure pools and the runoff from manure sprayed on fields can pollute nearby rivers, streams, and groundwater. And the replacement of independently owned, small family farms by large factory operations  often drains the economic health from rural communities. Rather than buying grain, animal feed, and supplies from local farmers and businesses, these factory farms usually turn to the distant corporations with which they’re affiliated.

But even if you live in a city hundreds of miles from the nearest factory farm, there are still lots of reasons to be concerned about who is producing—and how—the meat and dairy products you and your family consume.


ANIMAL FEED—YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT . . . AND WHAT THEY ATE 

Factory farm operators typically manage what animals eat in order to promote their growth and keep the overall costs of production low. However, what animals are fed directly affects the quality and safety of the meat and dairy products we consume.

 




Antibiotics. Factory farmers typically mix low doses of antibiotics (lower than the amount used to treat an actual disease or infection) into animals’ feed and water to promote their growth and to preempt outbreaks of disease in the overcrowded, unsanitary conditions. According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, seventy percent of all antimicrobials used in the United States are fed to livestock.1 This accounts for twenty-five million pounds of antibiotics annually, more than eight times the amount used to treat disease in humans.2


The problem is this creates a major public health issue. Bacteria exposed to continuous, low-level antibiotics can become resistant. They then spawn new bacteria with the antibiotic resistance. For example, almost all strains of staphylococcal (staph) infections in the United States are resistant to penicillin, and many are resistant to newer drugs as well.3 The American Medical Association, American Public Health Association, and the National Institutes of Health all describe antibiotic resistance as a growing public health concern.4 European countries that banned the use of antibiotics in animal production have seen a decrease in resistance.5


 




Mad Cow Disease. Animal feed has long been used as a vehicle for disposing of everything from road kill to “offal,” such as brains, spinal cords, and intestines. Scientists believe that “mad cow disease,” or bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), is spread when cattle eat nervous system tissues, such as the brain and spinal cord, of other infected animals. People who eat such tissue can contract variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (vCJD), which causes dementia and, ultimately, death. Keeping mad cow disease out of the food supply is particularly important because, unlike most other food-borne illnesses, consumers cannot protect themselves by cooking the meat or by any other type of disinfection. The United States has identified three cases of mad cow disease in cattle since December 2003.

In 1997, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the agency that regulates animal feed, instituted a “feed ban” to prevent the spread of the disease. Although this ban provides some protections for consumers, it still allows risky practices. For example, factory farm operators still feed “poultry litter” to cattle. Unfortunately, poultry litter, the waste found on the floors of poultry barns, may contain cattle protein because regulations allow for feeding cattle tissue to poultry. And cattle blood can be fed to calves in milk replacer—the formula that most calves receive instead of their mother’s milk. Finally, food processing and restaurant “plate waste,” which could contain cattle tissue, can still be fed to cattle.

In 2004, after the discovery of BSE in the United States, the FDA had the opportunity to ban these potential sources of the disease from cattle feed. But instead, officials proposed a weaker set of rules that restricted some tissues from older cattle. A safer policy for consumers would be to remove all tissues from all cattle from the animal feed system, regardless of their age, and also to ban plate waste, cattle blood, and poultry litter.

In the fall of 2006, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) decided to scale back testing for mad cow disease. Officials cited what they claimed was the low level of detection for the disease in the United States. Now, only 40,000 cattle, one-tenth the number tested the year before, will be tested annually. Given the weakness of the rules that are supposed to prevent the spread of the disease, this limited testing program effectively leaves consumers unprotected.

 




E. Coli. Cattle and other ruminants (animals with hooves) are uniquely suited to eat grass. However, in factory farm feedlots, they eat mostly corn and soybeans for the last few months of their lives. These starchy grains increase their growth rate and make their meat more tender—a process called “finishing.” However, scientists point to human health risks associated with the grain-based diet of “modern” cattle.

A researcher from Cornell University found that cattle fed hay for the five days before slaughter had dramatically lower levels of acid-resistant E. coli bacteria in their feces than cattle fed corn or soybeans. E. coli live in cattle’s intestinal tract, so feces that escape during slaughter can lead to the bacteria contaminating the meat.6


Vegetables can also be contaminated by E. coli if manure is used to fertilize crops without composting it first, or if water used to irrigate or clean the crops contains animal waste. The 2006 case of E. coli- contaminated spinach offers a dramatic example of how animal waste can impact vegetables.

 




Fat. According to a study by the Union of Concerned Scientists, beef and milk produced from cattle raised entirely on pasture (where they ate only grass) have higher levels of beneficial fats, including omega-3 fatty acids, which may prevent heart disease and strengthen the immune system. The study also found that meat from grass-fed cattle was lower in total fat than meat from feedlot-raised cattle.7



PROMOTING GROWTH AT ANY COST 

Factory farms strive to increase the number of animals they raise every year. To do so, however, they use some practices that present health concerns for consumers.

 




Hormones. With the approval of the FDA and USDA, factory farms in the United States use hormones (and antibiotics, as discussed earlier) to promote growth and milk production in beef and dairy cattle, respectively. Regulations do prohibit the use of hormones in pigs and poultry. Unfortunately, this restriction doesn’t apply to antibiotic use in these animals.

An estimated two-thirds of all U.S. cattle raised for slaughter are injected with growth hormones.8 Six different hormones are used on beef cattle, three of which occur naturally, and three of which are synthetic.9  Beef hormones have been banned in the European Union since the 1980s. The European Commission appointed a committee to study their safety for humans. Its 1999 report found that residues in meat from injected animals could affect the hormonal balance of humans, causing reproductive issues and breast, prostate, or colon cancer. The European Union has prohibited the import of all beef treated with hormones, which means it does not accept any U.S. beef.10


Recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH) is a genetically engineered, artificial growth hormone injected into dairy cattle to increase their milk production by anywhere from eight to seventeen percent.11  The FDA approved rBGH in 1993, based solely on an unpublished study submitted by Monsanto.12 Canada, Australia, Japan, and the European Union all have prohibited the use of rBGH.

Approximately twenty-two percent of all dairy cows in the United States are injected with the hormone, but fifty-four percent of large herds (500 animals or more), such as those found on factory farms, use rBGH.13  Its use has increased bacterial udder infections in cows by twenty-five percent, thereby increasing the need for antibiotics to treat the infections.14


In addition, the milk from cows injected with rBGH has higher levels of another hormone called insulin-like growth factor-1 (IGF-1). Elevated levels of IGF-1 in humans have been linked to colon and breast cancer.15 Researchers believe there may be an association between the increase in twin births over the past thirty years and elevated levels of IGF-1 in humans.16



UNWHOLESOME, UNSANITARY, AND INHUMANE CONDITIONS 

Raising animals on cramped, filthy, and inhumane factory farms differs greatly from what most consumers envision as the traditional American farm.

 




Disease. Hundreds of thousands of birds are breathing, urinating, and defecating in the close quarters of factory-style poultry farms. These  conditions give viruses and bacteria limitless opportunities to mutate and spread. This is a very real concern given the presence of avian flu in many parts of the world. The poultry industry has tried to portray factory farms as a solution to the spread of avian flu. It claims that keeping the birds indoors somehow isolates them from the outside world and the disease that lurks there.

Contrary to these claims, scientists suspect that it was in poultry factory farms that avian flu mutated from a relatively harmless virus found in wild birds for centuries to the deadly H5N1 strain of the virus that is killing birds and humans today.17 In England, the virulent H5N1 strain first broke out at the country’s largest turkey farm in early 2007. Theories about the source of the infection include rats or flies entering the facility from a nearby poultry processing plant that itself had received a shipment of infected poultry parts from Hungary.18 These large-scale facilities rely on truckloads of feed and supplies that arrive every day, providing a way for the disease to spread.

 




Contamination. Raising thousands of animals together in crowded conditions generates lots of manure and urine. For example, a dairy farm with 2,500 cows produces as much waste as a city of 411,000 people.19 Unlike a city, where human waste ends up at a sewage treatment plant, livestock waste is not treated but rather washes out of the confinement buildings into large cesspools, or lagoons. In feedlots, open lots where thousands of cattle wait and fatten up before slaughter, the animals often stand in their own waste before it is washed away. The cattle often have some water-splashed manure remaining on their hides when they go to slaughter. This presents the risk of contamination of the meat from viruses and bacteria.


ANIMAL WELFARE 

Rather than grazing in green pastures, animals on factory farms exist in tight confinement with thousands of other animals. They have little chance to express their natural behaviors.

Pigs on factory farms are confined in small concrete pens, without bedding or soil or hay for rooting. The stress of being deprived of social interaction causes some pigs to bite the tails off of other pigs. Some factory farm operators respond by cutting off their tails.

Chickens stand in cages or indoors in large pens, packed so tightly together that each chicken gets a space about the size of a sheet of paper to itself. The chickens are not given space to graze and peck at food in the barnyard, so they resort to pecking each other. Many factory farmers cut off their beaks, a painful procedure that makes it difficult for chickens to eat.


THE TREND CONTINUES: FROM FACTORY FARM TO TABLE 

Factory farming is but one component of the industrial meat production system. Just as small farms have given way to factory farms, small meat plants are disappearing while large corporate operations have grown even bigger—and faster. While these trends increase production and profits for the industry, they also increase the likelihood of food contamination problems. Although the government provides inspectors to protect consumers, their authority is waning as the government gives greater responsibility to the industry to self-regulate.


CONSUMERS CAN SAY NO TO FACTORY FARMS 


Vote with Your Dollars. Know where your meat comes from. Refer to the Eat Well Guide to find a farm, store, or restaurant near you that offers sustainably raised meat and dairy products: http://www.eatwellguide.org.

Or buy your meat directly from a farmer at a farmers’ market. Talking with the farmers at a farmers’ market in person will give you the chance to ask them about the conditions on their farm. You can find farmers markets at http://www.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/map.htm, and you can find questions to ask a farmer at http://www.sustainabletable.org/shop/questions.

Organic meat is also a good choice because the organic label means that the product has met standards about how the meat was produced. Visit our website at www.foodandwaterwatch.org to check out our labeling fact sheet to find out more about which labels to look for. And check out our milk tip sheet to find out which milk labels to look for and our product guide for rBGH-free dairy products in your area.






TWO


EXPLORING THE CORPORATE POWERS BEHIND THE WAY WE EAT  THE MAKING OF FOOD, INC.


 By Robert Kenner


Award-winning director Robert Kenner completed production on Food, Inc. for Participant Media and River Road Entertainment in the fall of 2008.

Previously, Kenner received the 2006 Peabody, the Emmy for exceptional merit in Non-Fiction Film-Making, and the Greirson (British Documentary award) for his film Two Days in October. In its review, the Boston Globe commented, “If you could watch only one program to grasp what the Vietnam War did to the U.S. . . . Two Days would be a great choice. . . . It is profound.”

Kenner’s other notable work includes his co-filmmaking endeavor on the Martin Scorsese Blues Series, which Newsweek called “as fine a film [as has] ever been made about American music” and “the unadulterated gem of the Series.” Kenner’s documentaries for The American Experience include War Letters, John Brown’s Holy War, and  Influenza 1918. He also directed numerous specials for National Geographic, including  Don’t Say Goodbye, which won the International Documentary Award and Cable Ace, Genesis, and Emmy awards.




In the making, Food, Inc. turned into a movie with a cause—an exposé of sorts about America’s industrial food system and the toll it takes on our health, our environment, our economy, and the rights of workers. But it wasn’t because I set out to make a polemic about this system. My original concept derived from a curiosity about representing the multiple voices and points of view of the people who bring food to our tables.

I was taken by surprise by how much my original concept changed during the making of the film. It happened because I was repeatedly denied access to the companies I sought to film. I met people who wanted to talk, but who were silenced by fear, who were scared to speak freely, scared to allow me onto their properties, scared to be seen in public with a camera nearby, and even scared to tell me what they eat. I gradually realized that, while I had set out to make a film about food, I was now making a film about unchecked corporate power. The fear that had initially surprised me became a familiar part of my working days and sleepless nights, as I worried about who might come after me for telling this story. I didn’t realize when I started that I was really making a film about freedom of speech, and I didn’t know that I would spend the next few years of my life working with First Amendment lawyers. If I had known at the outset the challenges of making a film about the food industry, I might have chosen another subject.

[image: 002]

I like to make films about social issues told through the lens of personal stories. In 2001, I had just finished a film for The American Experience  called War Letters. Eric Schlosser saw it and liked it. Each of us swears he was the first to contact the other, but however it happened, it was clear that we would be making a movie together.

If you know anything about food issues, you know Eric’s name. As the author of the longtime best seller Fast Food Nation, Eric is one of our leading journalistic voices about the problems of our food industry and a strong advocate of reform. He’s a muckraking journalist very much in the mold of such heroes as Sinclair Lewis, Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, and I. F. Stone—an unabashed advocate of the rights of working people, consumers, and ordinary citizens, one who isn’t afraid to take on the powers-that-be, armed only with the truth as he sees it. Like millions of other Americans, I’m a longtime admirer of Eric’s writing and a fan of his work.

Eric and I got in touch. A friendship began, and we soon started talking about the possibility of doing a documentary together.

Naturally, we talked about doing a film based on Eric’s watershed work,  Fast Food Nation. But somehow the right combination of circumstances—my availability, Eric’s availability, production funding—never came together at the right time, although we came close a number of times. Five years after Eric and I met, we took the proposal to Participant Media, the film company responsible for An Inconvenient Truth, Syriana, and many other socially conscious films. We brought it to Diane Weyermann and Ricky Strauss, and they liked what they heard.

What emerged from this development process was a thirty-page treatment that drew from stories in Fast Food Nation and new stories that Eric and I had discovered. These included, for example, a “flavor factory” that adds the charbroiled taste to burgers that Eric had written about in his book, and a new story about how adolescents are actually given MRIs to measure the ways their brain waves respond to fast-food ads.

This was great material. But during this time, when I told people what I was working on, I felt discouraged because many mistakenly thought that Morgan Spurlock’s documentary, Super Size Me, was already a documentary version of Fast Food Nation. Spurlock’s documentary dealt with the negative effects of eating fast food. But in reality this aspect of fast food represented only a small fraction of Eric’s groundbreaking look at how the impact of the fast-food industry transformed our entire food system. I still felt there was room for a documentary about the industrialization of our food system.

I also realized that, since Eric’s book had used fast food as the lens through which to examine the industrialization of our food system, there were many people who incorrectly thought the book was just about fast food. If they avoided fast food, they thought, they could avoid industrial food. They didn’t realize that the hamburger meat and the chicken breasts they were buying in the supermarket come from the same sources as the fast-food meat. And they definitely did not think that the tomatoes and spinach they were buying in the market had anything to do with this industrialized system. In my new picture, I wanted to show why these assumptions were wrong.

Right around this time, Michael Pollan’s book The Omnivore’s Dilemma  was published and followed Fast Food Nation to the top of the  best seller lists. The Omnivore’s Dilemma dealt with the ethical, cultural, and economic implications of the choices we make about eating. By focusing particularly on the role of government in promoting the industrialization of food production, Michael broadened the theme enormously, making it even more relevant to all Americans than it had already been. Michael had written a number of groundbreaking books that tied the agricultural and cultural worlds together in a fresh and intriguing way. His Omnivore’s Dilemma led me to reframe our story. I got to know Michael, and he joined the project as another powerful ally and adviser in helping to shape what would become Food, Inc.

While Participant Media and I were shopping the treatment around, looking for the other fifty percent of the money we needed for production, I was simultaneously realizing that this film needed to tell a bigger story than the initial version we presented in the treatment.

I remember speaking to a vegetarian movie executive at one of the big studios who assumed that the problems I was describing were of minimal concern to her. When the horrific outbreak of E. coli contamination in packaged spinach hit the headlines, suddenly the executive was on the phone wanting to know more about the food safety issues I’d been researching.

The spinach outbreak was a wake-up call for many people, including me. We suddenly realized that we were all vulnerable. It was the moment when I knew clearly that the film needed to tell the whole story of the food we eat, from the transformed seeds we plant to the food we buy at the supermarket. The entire food system, I was discovering, had been affected by the same forces of efficiency, uniformity, and conformity as the fast-food industry, and yet most people didn’t realize it.

I wanted to understand the complexities of trying to feed a vast nation. I was discovering that, on one hand, we were paying less for our food than any people in history, yet on the other I was beginning to get a glimpse at the true price our society was paying for this low-cost food.
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