en Jake Hillard bought her iceberg lettuce in the Mabelvale,
sas, Wal-Mart, she had no idea where it was grown or how
traveled. The average distance traveled by produce sold in Chi-
ording to a 1998 study, is 1,518 miles. Much of it comes from
a, on one of the half a million or so truckloads of fresh fruit
tables that leave that state every year, traveling up to 3,000
ach their destinations.! Perhaps Jake’s lettuce was on one of
s too. But even if the lettuce had been grown right outside
ale, it would have been crucked 220 miles to Wal-Mart’s highly
ed 1.2 million-square-foot regional distribution center in Ben-
moved along some of the nearly 20 miles of conveyor belts there,

¢ with the other 450,000 cases of merchandise that pass through
er every day, and then trucked right back to Jake’s local Wal-
at’s the nature of the distribution system used by Wal-Mart and
other national chains across the United States. The systems are
to ensure reliability of supply rather than to minimize the dis-
food travels.?

he average distance traveled by food that is consumed in developed
ons has increased, partly because international trade in food has qua-
pled since 1961.° That increase has allowed people in the wealthier
ons to enjoy foods all year-round that once had a limited season. For
mple, in the 1960s, North Americans ate grapes only when North
erican growers, mostly in California, could supply them, roughly from
e through December. Now almost half of the grapes eaten in the United
tes are imported, many from Chile and other southern hemisphere
ntries, so grapes are available in the northern winter. The big increase



in imported gra
pes naturally mean
s that the avera i
ge distance tj
at

grapes travel to rea
ch the U.S. consumer has also increased. table

av. _HWM pattern is worldwide. In northern
ar i
! MSW_M Januar w.[?oa Costa Rica, Asparagus is flown ;
érmﬁ lab o._._arrm;:nm. Even chicken is now imported mnon :,w o
(0] vty :
Wl r __m c nm.ﬁ. .> British study calculated that the EE Fm:
e cal, consisting of chicken from Thailand el
; ambia, carrots from Spain, snowpeas fro , runner beang
Moﬁm_w. could have traveled a total of 2
ou ave U 2 : i

PR mnun_amn_m .S:r _.:m..nmaaa traveling only 376 m; !
M Y produced ingredients were used and seasona] -
oA %Mmmaaawm..mnﬁm had been substituted for the o:n.awmm "
i mzmn:m: msoﬁ._ummm.m But domestically produced moon_-m.,nmmon
s er, both in Europe and the United States. In th acm ko

sportation of grain d : J e USH
between 1978 . products increased by 137

and 2000, while domestic consumption Enw‘wmm& bnﬂn_“;

only 42

percent.® Agric
b 8! ultural products now account for close t i
estic freight transportation.” 0 one-third of all

mua.
s for

) from
m Zimbabwe, and Potatoes

4,364 miles. A similar meal

A GROWING MOVEMENT

Mary Ann Masarech often by h

loastidel ys her produce from Sherwoo

(i GHM MMW“.NM._“& fall. The farm has been owned by MW%”MMH
ISR i erwood, who runs it now, is the 17th generation
TG o) ﬁ.so z_mm no Hon.mnn a full-time occupation, though—he
MR y anr_.nm as a carpenter, especially in the win-
Tom’s grandmother. ,“.am MHHH:M.& w*_.mzaoon_m living on the farm—
their two Y » himself and his wife Christi

years and Wmﬂm““qnwh__mamm. The farm has been reduced in mmmmnww.wﬂm
SRR & Apses, Tom’s father, Schuyler Sherwood, grew
Tom has been vnmunﬂw"ogv s.:ﬂr a few pumpkins for Halloween, but
potatoes, carrots _.,nm 3 Eﬂo.mm@w lants, peppers, broccoli, onions,
G Eom:n.n .m..:awo: nw:.a it,” he says. They sell only what they
S0t usually have about 200 customers on Saturdays

Tom keeps vmw ncmwwmm_:nm h
on, : ;
also has “a couple of hundred” rn:mnwom__“wmw. Mﬂwﬂﬂﬁﬂww M”mewwn“n .
icken

Europe, Strawberricg
are

Sea-

ounded by a fenced-in area “where they go outside during the

d eat their insects and stuff like that. And of course they all

e fence . . . they come and go as they want, but as long as they

 in at night, it’s okay.” The hens have nesting boxes lined with
vings where they lay their eggs, which Schuyler collects and

by hand. Tom doesn’t debeak the chickens he raises himself,

L some of those he buys have already been debeaked. “I never

oblem. I never had to debeak them.” He’s also never had a prob-

s hens getting diseases from wild birds. At $2.25 a dozen, the

Iways sell out.

or Mary Ann, the freshness and flavor of Sherwood Farm’s pro-

ig reasons for her to buy locally. Tom finds his customers are

cerning about taste, and if he grows a variety that doesn’t have

ome-grown flavor, they won’t sell. He can grow varieties that

markets don’t carry, bred for flavor rather than their ability to

nd transport and storage.

1 don’t have to live near a farm to buy from local farmers. On Sat-

‘Manhattan’s Union Square, traditionally the site of rallies to

the rights of labor and other leftist causes, is now crowded with

s stocking up on fresh produce from farmers who have driven into

early that morning with trucks full of fresh-picked produce. There

at the last count, 47 greenmarkets spread across different New York

borhoods, with 250,000 customers a week in peak season. New

City’s Council on the Environment, which organizes the markets,

ates stalls only to regional farmers who produce the food they sell.
ddlemen are permitted. Between them, the 175 farmers who regu-

sell their goods in New York produce 120 different kinds of apples,

milar range of tomato varieties, and 350 kinds of peppers.*

The New York greenmarkets are part of a nationwide movement. St.

wul, Minnesota, spent $2.2 million to renovate its downtown farmers’
ket, where more than 200 growers and 25,000 shoppers mingle on

sy Saturdays. The market has established 13 branch locations around

 the city and extended operating hours. Kaiser Permanente, the health-

i aintenance organization, is promoting good health by encouraging

. @Bnnm, markets at its medical centers, where the customers are employ-
 ees, patients, and local residents. The United States Department of Agri-

culture—a department widely criticized for being in the pocket of

)/ . - - -
~ Corporate agribusiness and hostile to small farmers—now hosts a farmers’
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movement, argues that if not having some foods all year round g a cop
straint, it is much less of a constraint than “to be forced to eat g . 5
ized, tasteless industrial-food products full of preservatives ang art
flavorings” and species of fruit and vegetables “with characteristics
tional only to the food industry and not to the pleasure of food »3s

Buying locally produced food is often the best ethical choice, but nes
because the food is locally produced. To reduce the amount of fosg;]
that is involved in producing our food, we should buy local food, if i}
been grown with similar energy efficiency to food from somewhere
else—but not if the local grower had to burn fossil fuel to provide he
and not if there is a lot of extra driving involved in picking the food u
or getting it delivered.

“Buy locally and seasonally” is a better policy than simply “b
locally”—but it entails giving up a lot of fresh fruit and vegetables we
have come to enjoy all year round. Supporting endangered family farms'
is a good reason for buying local, if our local family farms really are
endangered and we are unable to buy from other, equally endangered
family farms elsewhere. Transparency is often a good reason for buying
local food, if you can visit the farm from which you buy. But sometimes
the most environmentally friendly food is grown far away, under natural
conditions more favorable to growing the food, and transport by sea is
so efficient, in fossil-fuel terms, that buying food from distant countries
can contribute less to global warming than buying locally. San Francisco
“locavores” would do better to buy imported rice from Bangladesh than
to buy California rice. In Britain, about half of all organic food sold is
imported. Buying imported organic food could be the more environmen-
tally friendly choice, on a global level, than buying non-organic local
food. Moreover, although it is certainly good to protect the environment
and support local rural communities, we also have an obligation to sup-
port some of the word’s poorest farmers, and under fair trading condi-
tions, the best way to support them can be to buy the food they produce:
We take up that topic in the next chapter.
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