Food as a City of Evanston Policy Issue

Today’s urban populations are removed from the growing of food or farming by several generations and vast distances and times.   There is a disconnect between the knowledge of the food on our plates and where and how it is grown, and a further disconnect of the relationship between what we eat and its effect on our health.   This is a safety, security, and sovereignty concern.

 

“Considerations of the nutrition and health needs of the U.S. population have been disconnected from the considerations of agricultural practices and policy.  Public and professional awareness is at an all time high that food (and physical activity) are key components of serious health threats – including heart disease, diabetes and cancer – with health care costs approaching 15% of the GNP.  There are compelling reasons to link the sustainable agriculture and health sectors.  In light of the obesity crisis, both sectors are concerned with increasing production of and access to, fresh, affordable, high-quality farm products, and altering elements of the food system which favor production and distribution of highly processed, high-fat and high sugar foods.”  *

 

Many North American municipalities including Chicago, Portland, Toronto, San Diego are rethinking the implications of the distance most food travels to reach the urban plate (estimates range from 1300 to 2500 miles). This transport and usage of energy is taking a serious toll on the environment.  Illinois, with some of the deepest and richest topsoil in the world, has become an export state with approximately 80% of the crops in corn and soy, all exported for animal feed.  Should there be a crisis that would prevent the routine transport of food, experts calculate that most cities in America would have approximately a two-day supply of food.

 

The production of our food supply today is dominated by large agribusinesses using environmentally degrading farming practices that deplete the soil and pollute the water and air.  Excessive nonrenewable resources such as petroleum are used in transport and for chemical inputs in fertilizer.  Pesticide/herbicide use poses serious health risks to farm workers while also contaminating public water.  Irradiation of food extends shelf life, but the human health risks from changed irradiated molecules and loss of vital enzymes plus the use, storage, and transport of radioactive materials are largely unknown.  Widespread use of antibiotics in animal farming is a major public health worry because of the development of resistant bacteria, negating the efficacy of antibiotics in human health care.  Genetic engineering raises the health issue of the modified DNA remaining undigested in the intestines, much less the specter of drifting pollen contaminating wild and native species.  Mercury levels in fish and food-borne bacterial scares are all part of a new awareness of the need to address healthy food production and distribution.  Obesity and hunger are pressing issues of social concern.

 

City governments, public interest groups,  and community organizations are beginning to address access to fresh, healthy, and affordable food.  Tools include comprehensive local food assessments, municipal policies of land use and purchase agreements that support regional organic food sources, and economic development around urban agriculture.  Alliances are growing between urban people and farmers in their region.  

Good food and good health have long been an important personal concern for many Evanston residents.  Evanston has a long history of access to healthy foods, including one of the oldest farmers markets in the Chicago area, some of the earliest independent retail outlets in the “natural foods” movement, and now the home of the two biggest whole foods chains, barely a mile apart.  Food and health are now taking on global policy-wise importance.   It is time for the City of Evanston to regard food as a policy issue and to address the city’s food supply in the Strategic Plan and all further comprehensive planning.   Our safety, security, and independence are at stake. 

* Cultivating Common Ground: Linking Health & Sustainable Agriculture (Prevention Institute, 2004)
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