Econ 286: Economics of Food and Sustainability
Professor Abell (Tuesday, 1:40-4:20), Spring 2011

“The bitter taste of poor quality lingers long after the sweetness of low price is forgotten.”

Office Hours:  TH-F 10:30-11:30 AM, or by appointment, Main #7. Phone # 947-8502 (o)
Books: (Also see the course outline and reference section for other readings):

Cook, C. (2004). Diet for a dead planet: big business and the coming food crisis. New York: The New Press.
Lappé, A. (2010). Diet for a hot planet. New York: Bloomsbury.

Paarlberg, R. (2010). Food politics: What everyone needs to know. New York: Oxford University Press.

Pollan, M. (2007). The omnivore’s dilemma. New York: Penguin Books.

Winne, M. (2008). Closing the food gap. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
Other readings: I’ll place other readings on library reserve or e-reserve, in the P: drive, or provide links. I expect you to follow the national news where food issues may come up. My news sources? NPR and the New York Times. 
Some food-related facts:
· The US produces 590 billion pounds of food per year, half of which is wasted. What we throw away could feed the world’s 1.1 billion under-nourished people twice over. (Bloom 2010, p. xi, Stuart 2009, p. 83, 188).

· Approximately 35 million US households do not have secure access to food. Food stamps feed 36 million Americans (Stuart 2009, p. xix, NYTimes 11/29/09).

· Paradox of our time: In addition to the 1.1 billion undernourished people in the world, there are also 1.6 billion over-nourished people. US: 61% are obese or overweight. Health costs? Approximately $100 billion per year. (World, WHO, Winne 2009, p. 113).

· The US has over four times the amount of food required by the nutritional needs of the population.  (Stewart, 2009).
· Just half of the food currently being thrown away in the US could feed the world’s nearly 1 billion undernourished people. (Stewart, 2009).
· Cost of one edible mud pie in Haiti: 5 cents US.

· The US uses 23 million tons per year of chemical fertilizer on all crops. China uses over 50 million tons. (USDA, NYTimes.com).
· It takes 1/3 gallon of oil to produce a bushel of corn. (Pollan, 2006). 
· The US ethanol program uses 30% of all domestic corn production. (USDA, 2007 ).
· Powering 1 US car for 1 year on ethanol requires 11 acres of land. (Pimental, 2001).
· 1,857 gal. of water are needed to produce 1 pound of beef. (National Geographic, 2010).
· Factory farming is the #1 contributor to climate change, responsible for 18% of greenhouse gas emissions, 40% more than the transportation sector (Foer, 2009, p. 58).

· Commercial agriculture is responsible for 70% of all water contamination in the US. Pesticides are in nearly every water and fish sample from US agriculture areas.    (Jackson 2010).
· The human population will hit 7 billion in 2011. There are 20 billion livestock animals alive at any point in time. 56 billion are slaughtered annually for human consumption. (Lappé, p. 26).
· The Louisville Courier Journal (5/28/00): McClean County, KY. A contract poultry farmer raises 1.2 million chickens/year on a borrowed investment of $750,000. Income per year? $20,000-$30,000. At an annual interest rate of 5%, this farmer will never live long enough to repay the loan. (Berry 2009, p. 17).

· Christmas 2010: Neiman Marcus is featuring $1.5 million fantasy gifts. Family Dollar stores are expanding shelf space for grocery basics. (Washington Post, 12/12/10, p. A1).

Course objectives: Food. We all depend on it. Some get too much; some not enough. The way we produce and consume food is critical. Agricultural policies provide incentives that can lead to health or to disease; for humans, for animals, for the planet. This course tackles the following questions: Is our approach to food sustainable? Will we be able to put enough good, quality food on everyone’s plates when our population hits nine billion? Or twelve billion? And do so within the boundaries of the earth’s carrying capacity? We will answer these questions through course readings, field trips, video documentaries, classroom conversations, and original research into Lynchburg food security issues.
Approach: My approach to this topic is heavily influenced by the work of Herman Daly (Beyond growth), Tim Jackson (Prosperity without growth), J.S. Mill (Principles of political economy), Wendell Berry (The unsettling of America, The gift of good land, and more…), and Bill McKibben (Deep economy and Eaarth), all of whom argue in one way or another for a sustainable approach to economics, such that the economy might operate within the carrying capacity of the ecosystem. This approach, therefore, has its roots more deeply in the direction of ecological economics than neo-classical economics. We will extend this approach to our study of the economics of food. 
This is an introductory course on food with only a minimal prerequisite (either principles of macroeconomics or microeconomics). It attempts to serve a broad audience, from those who are newcomers to the topic of food, to those who are considering a career in food/agriculture-related areas, and everyone in between. The readings will be mostly non-technical. I will assume that I do not need to review basic economic concepts (like supply and demand and elasticity…). They will simply show up in the classroom as needed.
Comment on our readings: Mark Winne (Closing the food gap) was chosen because of his careful attention to urban food security issues, a central focus of our research project on food deserts. Anna Lappé (Diet for a hot planet) was chosen because of her amazingly meticulous research into food and environmental issues. She is an excellent role model for any student thinking of becoming a writer, researcher, or journalist. Christopher Cook (Diet for a dead planet) was chosen for his expansive breadth of coverage, from supermarket slotting fees, to agricultural history and policy, to worker and animal treatment, and more… Michael Pollan (The omnivore’s dilemma) was chosen for the very obvious reason that his thorough food-related journalism lies at the epicenter of the current national conversation about food; see his influence, for example, in the Newsweek article (assigned April 12) “Divided we eat.” While not listed in the selection of books above, there are several individual selections from a variety of Wendell Berry’s works that we’ll cover on March 1. Even though his steady influence from over four decades of writing is evident in all of the works mentioned so far, a course on food without reading Wendell Berry himself would not be a course worth taking. Wes Jackson (Consulting the genius of the place) was similarly chosen for his long and important contributions to sustainable agriculture. Fraser and Rimas (Empires of food) were chosen for their detailed historical coverage of agriculture and environmental collapse. Robert Paarlberg (Food politics: What everyone needs to know) was chosen because he represents a serious and respected opposing viewpoint to those already cited. Buchanan et.al. (Agricultural productivity strategies for the future) were chose for the same reason.
Workload issues: We meet once a week for 2 hrs 40 min. Therefore we will cover in that single class meeting the equivalent of a week’s worth of material that might otherwise be spread over two (T-TH) or three (M-W-F) class periods. A typical class meeting will cover six chapters of material from a variety of books or articles. The average number of pages per week is 86 (about 5 chapters/week on average). I strongly recommend that you not attempt to undertake all of the readings (and written assignments) the night before; rather, spread them out so you will have time to absorb and reflect. As with most of your classes, there will be a research project. In our case, it will weave in and out of our regular class meetings. On days when there are pieces of it that are due, we will still need to hold a regular class meeting where new material is covered, necessitating new readings. Allocate your time accordingly.
Course assignments/projects:
Note: All assignments are posted in P:\\Economics\Econ 286, rather than in Moodle!

1) There is a group research project in which we will test the following hypotheses regarding inner city Lynchburg residents:

a)  They face a higher cost of obtaining good quality food.

b)  They face a higher cost of obtaining good quality pharmaceuticals and over-the- counter medicines.

The details of this assignment are located in P:\Economics\Econ 286\Food Desert Project Spring 2011. Due date: March 22. 40% of your overall grade.
2) Weekly written assignments and reflections. The assignments will include summaries of readings, specific sets of discussion questions, and/or reflections. 40% of your overall grade. In addition to the basic details of your answers, here are three things that I will be looking for:

a) That you read the assigned material…

b) Could I share your analysis with someone else and have that person first of all, be able to read your analysis (i.e., read through the syntax, spelling, and grammar), and second of all, be able to have at least a rough understanding of the subject matter? If not, then you probably haven’t done a good job. (See Economics Writing Tips for more on this point).

c) In your answers, try to reflect on things you are learning in this course, or other courses, or other books or articles that are connected to the material in your current reading. Connections can occur in a variety of ways.  For example, perhaps Michael Pollan makes a point that is similar to something you learned about in Econ 101 in our Fast Food Nation reading. Or maybe Wendell Berry offers suggestions for a smaller scale approach to food production that is in sharp contrast to what you may have learned in one of your microeconomics courses, or that is the exact opposite of the point of view of another of our authors, Robert Paarlberg. Making connections is what learning is all about… Regarding citations: If you are quoting someone exactly, you need a citation. If you are making reference to something general that, for example, Bill McKibben has said over and over again in many of his books and articles, then a citation is probably not necessary. If you make reference to a very specific point that McKibben made in, say, Deep Economy, but you can’t recall exactly where he made that point, then a simple reference to the book will suffice. I’ll allow you to use your best judgment as to when a (proper APA) citation is necessary.
3) Student-led discussions. In the final two weeks of the semester, students will select topics not yet covered in the course and lead the classroom conversation. Details are located in P:\Economics\Econ 286\Student-led discussions. 10% of your overall grade.
Writing assistance:  Since all assignments, including our research project will be graded on both content and quality of writing, I urge you to review Economics Writing Tips, a writing guide for economics students. Located in P:\Economics\Economics Writing Tips.  Another excellent resource for the writing of economics research papers is Greenlaw, S. (2004). Doing economics: A guide to understanding and carrying out economic research. Library reserve?
Attendance and class participation: We meet only once a week, so keep in mind the implications of a missed class. Given the collective nature of our food desert assignment, where the project’s success depends on everyone’s individual participation, I will treat an absence most unkindly. See dos and don’ts points #s 4 and 5. I will show up for class unless I am ill—I expect you to do the same.  Good attendance and involvement in class discussions are easy ways to pick up your 10% Class Participation points. 10% of your overall grade.
Plagiarism: Be mindful that the non-attributed use of someone else’s work is plagiarism, otherwise known as academic theft. Plagiarism is an honor violation at RC and taken seriously. To avoid plagiarism, see Economics Writing Tips and the RC Student Handbook http://www.randolphcollege.edu/Documents/student_life/2010-2011_Student_Handbook.pdf
Student Athletes: We follow NCAA guidelines: 1) You may miss a class for a game. 2) You may not miss a class for a practice. Let me know in advance of planned absences. You are expected to make up missed work.

Students with a disability requiring special consideration: Please provide me with the appropriate letter from the Learning Resources Center indicating what accommodations you require, and I will make every effort to meet your needs.  Please consult with Tina Barnes in the LRC if you need more information.

Grading scale: 96-100:A,  93-95: A-,  90-92: B+,  87-89: B,  84-86: B-,  81-83: C+,  78-80: C,  75-77: C-, 72-74: D+,  69-71: D,  < 69: F    Note: All assignments must be turned in to earn a passing grade for the course.

Grade summary:                   Research project                                            40%

                                                  Discussion questions                                     40%

                                                  Student-led discussions                                10%

                                                  Class participation                                         10%
                                                                                                                          100%

Course outline (subject to change as needed):

1) Jan 18(a). Introduction.

Jan 18(b) Food deserts: a) Winne, M. Closing the food gap, Ch 6 (Re-storing America’s food deserts) and Ch 7 (Growing obese and diabetic; going local and organic). b) Cook, C. Diet for a dead planet, Ch 1 (Agricultural apocalypse) and Ch 2 (One big supermarket). [Note: Winne’s Ch 7 (pp. 111-112) provides inspiration for our Lynchburg food project.] Google Map overview of Lynchburg food availability. (76 pp).
Jan 18(c) Tour of downtown Lynchburg corner food markets. Data collection. Classroom conversation shifted to the van ride!
2) Jan 25(a).  Continued data collection at various Lynchburg food markets. Classroom conversation shifted to the van ride!
Jan 25(b). Background reading on food waste: a) Bloom, J. American wasteland, Introduction, Ch 1 (Waste from farm to fork), Ch 2 (Does food waste really matter? Why you should care?), Ch 7 (A cold case of waste). b) Stuart, T. Waste, Ch 3 (Manufacturers). c) Patel, R. (November 2010). 5 things you didn’t know about supermarkets. (95 pp).
Jan 25(c) Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Weeks 1-2.

3) Feb 1(a). Continued data collection at various Lynchburg food markets. Classroom conversation shifted to the van ride!
Feb 1(b). “Agricultural apocalypse?” Opposing viewpoint: a) Paarlberg, R. Food politics Ch 11 (Agribusiness, supermarkets, and fast food). (12 pp)
Feb 1(c). Background reading on hunger and creative solutions: Winne, M. Closing the food gap, Ch 2 (Reagan, hunger, and the rise of food banks), Ch 3) Farmer’s markets), Ch 4 (Community gardens), and Ch 5 (Food banks, waste not want not). (61 pp).
Feb 1(d) Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 3.

4) Feb 8(a). Analysis of our data… 
Feb 8(b). A Kroger or Food Lion in every inner-city neighborhood will not solve our nation’s food-related public health problems: a) Cook, C. Diet for a dead planet, Ch 3 (Food gone mad), and Ch 4 (Dying from consumption). Pollan, M. The Omnivores Dilemma, Ch 5 (The processing plant) and Ch 6 (The consumer: A republic of fat). (72 pp).
Feb 8(c). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 4.
Feb 14. Joel Salatin at Lynchburg College 12:00 noon, Ballroom (Hall Campus Center). Extra credit for attendance and a one-page (double-spaced typed max) summary of his talk.
Mid-February (exact date TBA): Deadline for submission of our project/presentation proposal for the Randolph College Symposium of Artists and Scholars (probable dates April 22-23).
5) Feb 15(a). Environmental impacts: a) Cook, C. Diet for a dead planet, Ch 9 (Killing fields: The spraying of America), Ch 10 (The Age of Effluents).  b) Lappé, A. Diet for a hot planet, Foreword, Introduction, and Ch 1 (The climate crisis at the end of our fork) and (75 pp).
Feb 15(b). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 5.
6) Feb 22(a). Environment continued/Agribusiness is needed to feed the world? a) CAST (Council for Agricultural Science and Technology) Issue Paper. Agricultural productivity strategies for the future: Addressing U.S. and global challenges. b) Paarlberg, R. Food Politics, Ch 10 (Agriculture, the environment, and farm animals). c) Lappé, A. Diet for a hot planet, Ch 7 (Myth-informed: Answering the critics), Ch 8 (The hunger scare). (56 pp).
Feb 22(b). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 6.

7) Mar 1(a). A first draft of each of your individual (written) sections of the project is due. I will offer comments and suggestions and issue a grade on your work. 

Mar 1(b).  US food policy past and present: Cook, C. Diet for a dead planet, Part II The rise of the corporate cornucopia (Chs 5-8), and Ch 12 (Subsidizing madness, exporting misery). (100 pp).
Mar 1(c) Mar 1(d). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 7.
Spring break: Mar 7-11

8) Mar 15(a) Deadline for final (written) versions of your individual sections of the research project. I will issue a grade and assess whether this final version is ready to be delivered to the editor(s) or whether it needs additional work.

Mar 15(b). Sustainable farming: a) Pollan, The omnivores dilemma, Ch 8 (All flesh is grass), Ch 10 (Grass: Thirteen ways of looking at a pasture), and Ch 11 (The animals: Practicing complexity). b) Lappé, A. Diet for a hot planet, Ch 6 (Cool food: Five ingredients of climate-friendly farming). (74 pp).
Mar 15(c). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 8.
9) Mar 22(a). Final preparations for VAE presentation.

Mar 22(b). Organic, Fair trade, Slow food: a) Fraser and Rimas, Empires of food, Ch. 9 (Time: fair, organic, and slow). b) Pollan, The omnivores dilemma, Ch. 9 (Big organic). (74 pp).
Mar 22(c). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 9.
Mar 24-25: Virginia Association of Economists (VAE) annual meeting. Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond: Presentation of our food market survey results. Student sessions are probably on Friday morning (I will confirm), necessitating an early departure. If our paper is accepted, then we all go, period. Attendance required (since we will be presenting). Make room in your calendar. Extra credit to all participants! Lunch will be provided!
10) Mar 29(a). Deadline for student-led discussion topics to be selected. See P:\Economics\Econ 286\Student-led discussions.
Mar 29(b). Field trip. Eco-friendly foods (Bev Eggleston). Take a look at the company website before we go: http://www.ecofriendly.com/. In the website you’ll find words like handling, harvesting, and processing, along with words like humane, ethical, and sustainable, but bear in mind, this is a trip to a slaughterhouse. We’re going to see first-hand where our packaged meat comes from. This is one of the few facilities in the country where one can actually visit. Most don’t want consumers to see what goes on inside. For an alternative to Eco-friendly foods, see the film Meet Your Meat at http://www.meat.org/
Mar 29(c). Eating animals: a) Foer, J. Eating animals, Chapter: Slices of paradise/Pieces of shit (pp. 149-199). b) Cook, Ch 11 (Sliced and diced: The labor you eat). c) Pollan, The omnivores dilemma, Ch. 14 (The meal: grass fed, pp. 266-269), and recommended also is Pollan’s Ch 17 (The ethics of eating animals). (87 pp). Classroom conversation shifted to the van ride!
Mar 29(d). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 10.
11) Apr 5(a). Deadline for student-led readings to be chosen, approved, and posted. See P:\Economics\Econ 286\Student-led discussions.
Apr 5(b). Alternatives/suggestions for change/critics of organic and local food: a) Lappé, A. Diet for a hot planet, Ch 10 (Eat the sky: Seven principles of a climate-friendly diet), Ch 11 (Beyond the fork), and Conclusion. Also note her Action & Learning resources section (pp. 287-295). There’s good stuff there! b) Cook, C. Ch 13 (The good news: A menu for change). Also note his Appendix that has useful resources for taking action (pp. 261-282). c) Paarlberg, R. Food politics Ch 12 (Organic and local food). (86 pp).
Apr 5(c). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 11.

12) Apr 12(a). Video documentary: Fresh (the movie)
Apr 12 (b). The agrarian philosophies of Wendell Berry:  a) Berry, W. The unsettling of America, Ch 2 (The ecological crisis as a crisis of character). b) Berry, W. The gift of good land, Foreward (pp. ix-xviii), Ch 11 (Family work), and Ch 12 (The reactor and the garden). c) Berry, W. Bringing it to the table, pp. 161-172 (On the soil and health). d) Berry, W. What matters, Ch. 1 (Money vs. Goods). (92 pp).

Apr 12(c). Assignment: P:\Economics\Econ 286\Econ 286 Discussion questions Week 12.

13) Apr 19(a). Deadline for preparation of our project presentation for the RC Symposium.

Apr 19(b). Student-led discussions.
April 22-23: Presentation of our research findings at the Randolph College Symposium of Artists and Scholars. Details TBA…
14) Apr 26. Student-led discussions.
Recommended current event articles:

· Rudolf, J.C. (December 2, 2010). Corn belt senators defend ethanol subsidies. http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/12/02/corn-belt-senators-defend-ethanol-subsidies/
· Harris, G. and Nueman, W. (November 30, 2010). Senate Passes Overhaul of Food Safety regulations. http://shatterlimits.com/senate-passes-s-510-food-safety-bill-despite-opposition/
· Miller, L. (November 29, 2010). Divided we eat. http://www.newsweek.com/2010/11/22/what-food-says-about-class-in-america.html
· Pear, R. (December 2, 2010). Congress approves child nutrition bill. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/03/us/politics/03child.html
· Valdez, C. and Bajak, F., Quinua’s popularity boon to Bolivians. http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20110104/ap_on_re_us/lt_fea_food_quinoa_rising
· Warner, J. (November 25, 2010). Junking junk food. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/28/magazine/28FOB-wwln-t.html
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