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Praise for The Green Foodprint 
 

Linda Riebel offers her readers a highly accessible and judgment-free book that helps 
newcomers to the world of sustainable food with easy-to-follow guidelines. Whether your 
motivation is saving the planet, improving your health, or just eating in line with your 
values, this book will help you get there. 

Michele Simon, JD, MPH, Author of Appetite for Profit: How the Food Industry 
Undermines Our Health and How to Fight Back 

 
In today’s complex world, even eating is a political act. In The Green Foodprint, Linda 
Riebel explains where our food comes from, why it matters and what we can do about it. 
This concise, comprehensive and easy-to-read resource helps guide us towards healthier 
choices and a more sustainable future.  

Buzz Hofford, District Manager, Bon Appétit Management Company, 
 and owner, Sustainable Foods Network 
  
My patients want to know how to improve their diets to support their recovery from 
breast cancer, but don’t have the time or energy to dig through all the latest information 
about food, health, and the environment. This book gives them what they need, whatever 
their individual requirements may be. The Green Foodprint will go on the recommended 
reading list for my patients. 

Lyn Freeman, Ph.D., Director of Mind Matters Research 
 
The Green Foodprint shows that you can personally tackle global warming from the 
dinner table--and feel healthier while doing it.  

Laura Stec, Chef and author of Cool Cuisine: Taking the Bite Out of Global 
Warming 

 
We are the privileged who can choose what to eat every day. This luxury comes with the 
responsibility of choosing food that benefits our bodies and our planet. The Green 
Foodprint provides the information you need to make informed and humane food 
decisions--it will empower you with important knowledge and practical tips that will help 
you make a difference. 

Mark Berman, MD 
 
Unlike so many other books about trying to save the planet through our food choices, this 
book understands that not everyone is ready to become a vegan. With options to choose 
plant-based foods when we can and to cook more of our own food when we can, Linda 
Riebel offers a path out of complacency, regardless of where we are with our own 
preferences. Add this one by Linda Riebel to the favorites shelf if you want to do your 
share to slow down the planetary degradation and be part of the solution.    

Patti Breitman, co-author of How to Eat Like a Vegetarian Even If You Never 
Want to Be One 

 
 
 



 
 
The Green Foodprint is a wonderful little book, packed full of powerful yet simple 
advice on how to make the best food choices for oneself and the planet. It is also 
extremely easy to read, with lots of short sections, lists, and true stories. The best thing 
about this book, and what makes it unique (in my experience), is that it gives readers a 
wide variety of options to choose from so they can make their food choices earth-
friendly. The focus of the book is on the good news--on solutions that are already well 
established and that are practical and often simple. I highly recommend this book to 
anyone who wants to learn how they can eat more healthfully while also helping to save 
our planet.  

Melanie Joy, Ph.D., author of Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows 
 
 The Green Foodprint is a remarkable book that can change how we think and live--and 
definitely how we eat. The author, Dr. Linda Riebel, is a longtime scholar and activist in 
this area. Dr. Riebel gives us crisp practical advice in highly readable sections brimming 
with interest, humor, color, and memorable examples. Here is a book we should all read 
and read again.  

Ruth Richards, MD, Ph.D., editor of Everyday Creativity and New Views of 
Human Nature         



 
 

The Green Foodprint: 
Food Choices for Healthy People and Planet 

 
 

By Linda Riebel, Ph.D. 
 
 
 

Print and Pixel Books 

Lafayette, California 



Published by Print and Pixel Books, an imprint of Cosmick Press 
Lafayette, California 
© Linda Riebel 2011 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except brief 
excerpts for the purposes of review or education, without written permission of the 
author.  
 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Riebel, Linda. The Green Foodprint: Food Choices for Healthy People and Planet 
ISBN:  978-0-9833051-1-8 
 
Second Edition, 2011. 
The first edition of this book was titled The Earth-Friendly Food Chain: Food Choices 
for a Living Planet. 
 

1. House and Home/Sustainable Living 

2. Nature/Environmental Conservation and Protection 

 

All of the author’s profits from this book go to SaveNature.org.  
 
This book may be ordered from Amazon.com, Barnesandnoble.com, 
Printandpixelbooks.com, and from Print and Pixel Books, POB 1397, Lafayette CA, 
94549. 
 
Printed in the United States of America. 

 



 
 

To all the people who are working to create 
the sustainable new food economy, 
this book is gratefully dedicated. 

 



Contents 
Foreword by John Robbins  
Acknowledgements   
Author’s Note 
Preface  
 
Introduction: An Earth-Friendly Food Chain      
    
Part I Your 5 Most Important Decisions  

Eat Food, Not Chemicals  
The Truth about Pesticides 
Hormones and Antibiotics 
Organic Food--Now Available Near You 
Organic and Health 
Real Organic vs. Greenwash 

Eat Lower on the Food Chain  
The Protein Myth 
The Truth about Meat 
Dairy 
Fish 
More Humanely Raised Meat, Dairy, and Eggs 
Soy and Veggie Burgers 

Eat Shorter on the Food Chain  
The Global Cornucopia and Its Cost to the Earth 
The Adventure of the Curious Locavore 
Support Your Local Farmer 
Fresh Food in Season 

Eat Wider on the Food Chain  
Diversity in Danger 
Eccentrics to the Rescue 
Diversity in Fruits, Vegetables, and Grains 
Diversity in Protein 
Diversity in Sweeteners 
How to Do Diversity 

Nude Food.  
Less Packaging 
Less Processing 
Less Waste 
Glamour Water and Its Sins  

Part II   Creating Your Green Foodprint 
 Making Your Foodprint Choices 

Grocery Stores  
Farmers’ Markets and Roadside Stands  
Restaurants 
Caterers 
Picnicking, Camping, and the Back Yard Barbecue 



At Work, at Play, and on the Road 
Coffee, Wine, and Other Beverages 

Part III   The Green Foodprint at Home  
Use Energy Skillfully 
Use Water Wisely 
Use Only Good Gadgets 
Enjoy Leftovers 
Reduce Waste 
Share the Bounty 
Clean Up Harmlessly 
Maximize Materials by Recycling 
Build Soil by Composting 

Part IV  Join the Movement   
Sustainable and More Humane Agriculture 
Food Professionals  
Growing Your Food  
Spice Up Your Social Life 

Part V  Food for Thought  
Dueling Data: Trade-offs and the Learning Curve 
Help Endangered Species  
Animal Farm 
The Nutrition-Industrial Complex  
Good Intentions 
Time and Money 
The Win-Win-Win Situation  

Appendix: Web Sites and Organizations  
Sources 
Index  



Foreword 
 

It took about 165,000 years of human history on planet Earth for the human 
population to reach one billion. It took only 130 years for the second billion. That number 
was reached in 1930. 
 

Thirty years later, in 1960, there were three billion of us.  
 

Fourteen years later, in 1974, there were four billion. 
 

Thirteen years later, in 1987, there were five billion. 
 

Twelve years later, in 1999, there were six billion. 
 

As our numbers have increased, of course, so has our collective impact on the 
environment and on other people. Today, there are about one trillion pounds of human 
flesh on the planet. Now, as never before in human history, we must take responsibility 
for our global footprint. If we don’t learn to walk lightly on the Earth, to tread gently and 
to live within the planet’s means, the outcome will be disastrous. We shall perish. 
 

In this light, all of our choices and ways of life need to be reexamined, and none 
more urgently than our food choices.  
 

This is because our food choices, in particular, can either defile the Earth and the 
life it holds, or they can help to protect and preserve the viability of the biosphere and the 
wellbeing of the whole Earth community. Yet how do we know what the ecological and 
social implications are of our choices? How do we know what happens across the long 
food chains that bring nourishment to our tables?  
 

It would certainly be helpful if some trustworthy and thoughtful researcher would 
explore these questions in real depth, and then to present us with clear, accurate, and 
practical guidelines. Linda Riebel has done precisely that.  
 

In The Green Foodprint, she lights our way to living with respect for ourselves 
and the Earth, for making food choices that bring us both greater personal health and also 
greater planetary health. There is excellent counsel in this book. 
 

Follow its advice and you will be making a statement to others that will be heard 
loud and clear. The Earth matters. Your life matters. Your choices matter. Linda Riebel 
shows you how to make your dining experiences congruent with your love for this Earth 
and for the all the many living beings who, like us humans, call it home. 
 

John Robbins 
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Author’s Note 
 

This book was written by a psychologist who became an environmental teacher 
and writer. The transition began when I visited Uganda with a group of friends to visit the 
rare mountain gorillas and other wild animals in that country’s splendid rainforests. 
When I learned about the “bushmeat trade” (people kill wild animals and eat them), I 
wanted to run outside, stop people in the streets, and cry, “Don’t do it! Don’t kill the 
chimps and the water bucks and the colobus monkeys!”  
 

But I had no right. Many of these people were hungry. And as every good 
therapist knows, you don’t ask other people to do what you have not done yourself. I 
came home and decided to learn about America’s food system. I enlisted a co-author and 
together we sought out evidence on all sides of a debate. We read the beef industry 
website, books from committed vegetarians, critics of the meat industry, and medical 
research. We contacted EPA scientists, farmers, and professors of agriculture. We read 
newspapers, industry reports, and government publications. I attended conferences held 
by environmentalists, business leaders, and farmers. 
 

The result was the 2002 book Eating to Save the Earth. I became an advocate for 
the new food movement, speaking at churches, schools, and conferences, and helping to 
create the sustainability program at Saybrook University in San Francisco, where I have 
been a faculty member since 1993. I joined the board of a nonprofit that saves rainforests 
and another that works to transform my town into a model of green living. One day when 
I was preparing handouts to give at a talk, the word “foodprint” emerged as a typo. What 
a perfect word for the idea of healing our food footprint! Or perhaps it was the author’s 
creative unconscious. Other people have independently invented the term, and I hope we 
use it to guide us to a healthier food world.  
 

In my 25 years as a psychotherapist, I worked mostly with people who had eating 
disorders, and saw first-hand how eating can become an all-purpose coping strategy--and 
how it backfires, creating unhappiness, overweight, or poor health. Some of the things I 
learned about suffering, change, and healing on an individual level apply to society at 
large. For instance, almost every problem started out as a solution. Eating as a comfort 
for sadness eased the sadness. It worked for a while, so people kept doing it. Putting 
chemicals on plants to kill bugs improved crop yields. It worked for a while, so people 
kept doing it. Now the disadvantages (overweight from overeating, pollution and illness 
from pesticides) outweigh the payoffs, and we have a choice: we can keep doing it, or we 
can change.  
 

I used to tell my therapy clients, “This habit has done all it can for you. You’ve 
given it a fair test.” Framing their trouble not as a moral failing but as an outdated 
solution released their guilt, helping them to give up their problem at last. To reinforce 
my point, I would sometimes add, “What parts of your life so far do you want to carry 
with you into the future?”  
 
 



Industrial agriculture, treating nature as the enemy to be defeated with machines 
and chemicals, sounded like a good idea at the time. It paid off at first and we reaped the 
advantages of abundant, cheap food. We’ve given it a fair test–over a century, with all the 
government subsidies, university research, capital, and lack of regulation that the biggest 
industry enthusiast could have ever desired. 
 

But it’s time to change. The disadvantages of the destructive engine of industrial 
agriculture have become clear. We’re now at the stage of choosing what parts of our food 
system we want to carry with us into the future.  
 

I’m happy to say that much of the news is encouraging. The Green Foodprint 
chronicles the progress, distills green food choices into five easy-to-remember guidelines, 
and shares stories of the people and organizations that are working to make our food 
world healthy, safe, and sustainable for all.  
 



Preface 
 

Your food footprint, like your carbon footprint, reflects how much of Earth’s 
resources go to support you. You can easily reduce your foodprint.  
 

• Every time you choose food with less packaging, you are saving trees and other 
materials. 

• Every meal without meat reduces the use of pesticides, antibiotics, hormones, 
water, and land, freeing more land to grow food for hungry people.  

• Every organic egg represents cleaner food, more humane treatment of animals, 
and an investment in the healthier new food economy.  

 
Our food sector is enormous–over $1 trillion in 2009, more than the total gross 

domestic product of many countries. In 2008, the average American’s food bill amounted 
to $2,577. As sustainable business guru Paul Hawken says, “The cash register is the daily 
voting booth in democratic capitalism.” This book shows you how to make your votes--
all 2,577 of them--count. 
 

And it’s getting easier all the time. Millions of citizens have made it clear that 
they want healthy food that does not harm the environment. Inventive farmers and 
distributors are working hard to supply it. Best of all, choices that are better for human 
health are almost always better for the planet.  
 

Your share of this cornucopia depends, of course, on your circumstances. Are you 
on a tight budget or feeding a young family? Then you might be spending your food 
dollars on basics, with an occasional splurge. Are you a business executive who takes 
colleagues to lunch at restaurants on expense account several times a week? Your food 
dollars are spent very differently. With so many possible lifestyles, there’s no average 
food style. But anyone, of any age or social group, with any combination of needs and 
preferences, can make food choices that help the Earth.  
 

Like your fingerprint, your green foodprint can be as individual as you are.  



 
Introduction: An Earth-Friendly Food Chain 

 
Of all the economic sectors that need to be revamped in the 21st century, food is 

high on the list. Only cars and other forms of transportation cause more environmental 
damage than our food system. In this section, I’ll explain why--and what we can do about 
it. 
 
 

Like those big Industrial Age factories that once billowed black smoke, American 
agriculture is mired in a mind-set that relies on capital, chemistry, and machines. 
-- Chef and author Dan Barber 

 



How Can Food Be a Problem? 
 

Imagine knowing that your food came to you in a way that was safe and life-
affirming for you, and for the farmworkers, the land, water, and all creatures involved. It 
would be an Earth-friendly food chain. 
 

But our current system of growing, processing, and distributing food is dangerous, 
long, and destructive.  

 
• Pesticides, fertilizers, and other chemicals used to produce food foul our rivers 

and end up in the oceans, causing hundreds of “dead zones” around the world. 
• Rainforests in Indonesia and South America are being cut down (or worse, burned 

down) to produce soybeans, beef, and palm oil for Americans. Seventy percent of 
previously forested land in the Amazon is occupied by cattle pastures, and crops 
for animal feed cover a large part of the remainder.  

• The U.S. is losing topsoil ten times faster than the natural replenishment rate, and 
the soil that is left is often depleted of nutrients from overuse and erosion.  

 
The prospect of 5 billion people eating the way Americans do is an 
ecological impossibility, requiring more grain than the world can grow 
and more energy, water, and land than the world can supply. 

—Alan Durning, founder, Northwest Environment Watch 
 
Food manufacture and climate change  

Many of the problems caused by industrial agriculture stem from monoculture, 
which means growing huge fields of the same crop in the same location. Monoculture 
sounds sensible, bringing to farming the efficiency that works so well in manufacturing.  
 

Unfortunately, in nature it backfires. Monoculture exhausts the soil, so farmers 
use more chemical fertilizers. Those vast amber waves of grain also attract bugs with an 
immense supply of their favorite food. Science writer Janine Benyus calls monoculture 
an “all-you-can-eat restaurant for pests.” So growers use more pesticides, creating an 
arms race between humans and other creatures--an endless game of crops and robbers. 
Meanwhile, 1,100 United States food species or varieties are endangered or threatened 
with extinction; others have already disappeared. Even if a species survives, inbreeding 
leads to what experts call a “genetic bottleneck.”  
 

This is not very wise of us. Ecologist Kenny Ausubel says, “Biodiversity--the sum 
total of all the world’s life forms, organisms, and genes--is nature’s fail-safe mechanism 
against extinction. Any smart banker will recommend a diversified portfolio to hedge 
against a risk.”  
 

Consider all the species of animals and organisms involved in a single field. Soil 
organisms and field animals also benefit from crops. Bacteria feed on the cellulose fibers 
of straw that farmers return to the soil. Amoebas feed on bacteria, making lignite fibers 
available for uptake by plants. Algae provide organic matter and serve as natural nitrogen 



fixers. Moles and gophers bore under the fields, aerating the soil and improving its water-
holding capacity. Spiders, centipedes and insects grind organic matter from the surface 
soil and leave behind enriched droppings. Earthworms provide aeration and fertilizer, and 
maintain soil structure. By contrast, industrial farming techniques compact and 
contaminate the soil, depriving these diverse organisms of food sources and instead 
assaulting them with chemicals, destroying the basis of soil fertility.  
 
Our tiny helpers 

We would starve without birds, bats, and bees to pollinate the crops we depend 
on. Bees give services valued at $15 billion annually--but they’re dying. Whole colonies 
of bees are simply abandoning their hives. Over the last 30 years, over half of the bee 
colonies that pollinate California’s $1 billion almond industry have been lost. Besides the 
virus-fungus combination that is so deadly to them, they have to contend with pollution, 
pesticides, mites, and mite-killing chemicals. Current farming practices don’t help. For 
instance, almond trees are grown on cleared land, so there are no wild flowers for bees to 
live on; growers have to rent bees brought in from hundreds or even thousands of miles 
away to pollinate the trees. So stress from being shipped adds to the bees’ problems. 
Pollutants are destroying the fragrances in flowers, making it harder for pollinators to 
find the blossoms and pollinate crops. 
 

If we kill off all the bees, bats, and birds, who will pollinate our food crops? We 
have already exterminated so many fish off our coasts that some fishing zones have been 
closed. Do we literally intend to eat ourselves out of house and planet? 
 
The real solution 

Though the numbers aren’t perfect, we know that the answer is to save habitats, 
consume less, and reduce overpopulation. Fortunately, solutions to these problems are 
already in place. This book shows you how, using the Earth-friendly food chain, you can 
help the planet and yourself, every day. 
 

Nature bats last--and owns the stadium.   
-- Amory Lovins, L. Hunter Lovins, and Paul Hawken,  

             authors of Natural Capitalism 
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Good News for the Earth 
 

We have reason to be cautiously hopeful about our future. People in many fields are 
inventing or reviving ways to live lightly on the Earth, and citizens are demanding green 
goods and services. Thousands of non-profit organizations around the world work to 
restore the earth and create social justice. The socially responsible investing market is 
worth $3 trillion in 2010. Schoolchildren are sending money to save rain forests, 
architects are designing energy-efficient homes and offices, religious communities are 
adopting Earth-friendly causes, and manufacturers are streamlining their processes. 
Exciting developments are taking place all around us--including in our food world.  
 

• The U.S. organic market has grown 20% per year, to nearly $6 billion, and there 
are now over 6,000 farmers’ markets nationwide, a 16% increase in one year. 

• Conservation tilling methods reduced soil erosion by 43% between 1982 and 
2003.  

• There are 1,667 land trusts nationwide that protect farmland from development. 
 

In this book, you will find dozens more stories of environmental good news. 
Maybe you, too, will have a creative idea that will become part of this great moment in 
history.  
 
Surprising partnerships  

Cooperation is occurring between unlikely partners. For instance, the Blue Green 
Alliance, founded in 2006 by United Steelworkers and the Sierra Club, convinces 
business to go green, protects workers’ rights, and shows workers that there are jobs in 
the green economy. With membership of labor unions and environmental organizations, 
Blue Green Alliance now represents 13 million members. 
 

• North Carolina has 8,000 open-air cesspools (which can contaminate watersheds) 
because the hog industry creates more waste than the cities of New York, Los 
Angeles, Chicago, and Houston combined. Environmental Defense partnered with 
Frontline Farmers, a group of pork producers, to halt construction of more 
cesspools and to turn the waste into fertilizer.  

• Between 1990 and 2004, more than 100,000 acres of grazing land in California 
were urbanized. To protect what’s left, the California Rangeland Conservation 
Coalition--a partnership of ranchers and conservationists--works to preserve 
woodlands and grazing land. 

 
Such partnerships can be found in many unexpected places. In Texas, small 

farmers, the Central Texas Cattlemen’s Association, the U.S. Army, and Environmental 
Defense are partnering to protect land at Fort Hood.  
 

It’s encouraging that people are reaching across old divides to work together. 
 
 
 



Big business gets the message 
Big business and nature groups are finding common cause. U.S. Climate Action 

Partnership (USCAP) combines major environmental groups and major corporations to 
tackle climate change. USCAP includes some of the world’s largest corporations, with 
combined revenues of $2 trillion and 2.7 million workers in all 50 states and many other 
countries. 
 

Walmart hired the former president of the Sierra Club to oversee its 
environmental initiatives. With more than 1.4 million employees, 127 million customer 
visits a week in its 4,000 stores, and $351 billion in revenue, Walmart is bigger than the 
economies of 160 nations. Environmental Defense is helping Walmart address global 
warming, alternative fuel, packaging, and sustainable seafood. Simply by turning off 
engines while trucks are being loaded, the company reduced emissions equivalent to 
taking 20,000 cars off the road.  
 
                                            Cities doing their share 

Seattle, which already recycles 44% of its trash, has added mandatory food scrap 
recycling. Lafayette, California, collects all food waste, even meat, bones, coffee 
grounds and filters, soiled napkins, and paper plates. In France, the city of Lille 
fuels its 100 buses using biogas fuel made from household food scraps, yard 
clippings, weeds, and flowers, expecting to convert over 100 tons of green waste a 
year.  

 
The power of one and the power of many 

High school biology teacher Tom Furrer was stumped when a student asked him, 
“Why are we losing species at such a rapid rate, things that we all love? What can we 
do?”  
 

That weekend, Furrer happened to encounter a man who was saving a few 
endangered steelhead trout in a pond in his back yard. Furrer enlisted his students to 
restore the nearby trout stream and start a fish conservation project. Twenty-five years 
later, all seven miles of the stream have been restored and the high school’s fish project is 
a fully licensed hatchery. Among the graduates of the program are environmental 
lawyers, science teachers, a stem cell scientist, and a fish hatchery manager. 
 

Freecycle started in Tucson as an email list by one person and now has over 4,500 
local groups with millions of members in 85 countries. When you join this group (free, of 
course), you get emails about things your neighbors are giving away--clothing, gardening 
tools, books, exercise machines, food, seeds, toys, and much more. You can get free stuff 
and give away your unneeded things to someone who will use them. The freecycle web 
site claims, “We are currently keeping over 500 tons a day out of landfills. This amounts 
to five times the height of Mt. Everest in the past year alone, when stacked in garbage 
trucks.” I don’t know how they got this statistic, but I like the image. 
 



Friends of the Earth/Middle East is an organization of Israeli, Jordanian, and 
Palestinian environmentalists who work together to clean up the Jordan River and the 
Dead Sea. This organization also promotes healthy food, solar energy, and eco-tourism. 
 

This widespread support of Earth-friendly choices may come as a surprise. You 
may have thought people who care about the environment were just a few earnest 
activists holding meetings and criticizing other people’s lifestyles. Or you may be an 
environmentally concerned citizen worried that there aren’t enough like-minded people. 
In fact, researchers have found what they call a New Green Mainstream, over 50 million 
people who make decisions every day based on environmental concern.  
  

                                            Steward of the land 
Nash Huber was given the Steward of the Land Award by the American Farmland 
Trust. Huber and his wife Patty McManus farm over 400 sustainably managed 
organic acres in Sequim, Washington, growing over 100 types of produce. The 
farm composts material from nearby dairy farms and their own vegetable fields.  
Through grass-roots organizations, they have saved hundreds of acres of nearby 
farmland and wildlife habitat and participated in projects to help salmon, plant 
buffers near creeks, and improve water quality.  

 
What’s next?  

As these groups and individuals show, great strides have been made. But we’re 
not out of the woods. Human demands on the planet’s natural resources have tripled since 
1961. World population continues to grow faster than the Earth can support. Some 
industries like things just the way they are and obstruct change. Others make empty 
gestures or engage in greenwash (claiming more environmental virtue than they have).  
 

On the individual level, there’s a gap between what people say they are willing to 
do for the Earth, and what they actually do. This book will help you close that gap and 
join others who are saving the Earth with their food choices. 
 



Technology--Boon or Bane? 
 

In the 1960s, some modern inventions (pesticides, herbicides, new irrigation 
methods, and machines) were exported to hungry countries to ease the food crises they 
were facing. This “Green Revolution” was meant to bring the blessing of modern 
technology to people in need. But over time, the Green Revolution backfired. Countries 
that adopted it are plagued by soil erosion, land pollution, and water shortages, plus more 
stillbirths, lowered sperm counts, and cancer. Says R.K. Mahajan, agricultural economist 
at India’s Punjabi University, “The Green Revolution is not as green as it was earlier--it 
has now become brown and pale.”  
 

Today there is another wave of clever inventions intended to ease food shortages 
and environmental damage. Can they be trusted? 
 

I am enthusiastic about some of these inventions: GPS (global positioning system) 
helps farmers direct water to the parts of their fields that need it most. Such “precision 
agriculture” can also help reduce overuse of fertilizers and other chemicals. The Fair 
Tracing Project will let shoppers check whether the farmer who grew the produce was 
fairly compensated. Another internet tool (Aid Matrix) helps distribute surplus food to 
the hungry, reducing waste. And if scientists succeed in their project to grow meat cells 
in vitro, the suffering of billions of animals could be eliminated.  
 

                                            The scoop on poop 
A research farm in Sterksel, the Netherlands, burns hog manure, captures the 
methane, and turns it into electricity. Most of the electricity is sold to the local 
utility; leftover waste becomes fertilizer, which releases less carbon dioxide than 
synthetic fertilizer. This process also saves $190,000 a year in waste disposal fees. 
Meanwhile, in the U.S., the EPA has teamed with USDA and U.S. Department of 
Energy to capture methane from manure and turn it into electricity. In 2009, 150 
of these systems produced 374,000 mega-watt hours of energy.  

 
African countries on the Atlantic coast are using satellite surveillance to catch 

poachers and pirates. Winemakers in California are installing solar panels in their 
vineyards, “bottling sunshine in more ways than one,” as one reporter wrote. Recycling 
rates have jumped tenfold in some East Coast cities since RecycleBank started rewarding 
homeowners for recycling. 
 

Other inventions I am wary of. Irradiating meat to protect it from contamination 
or spoiling is merely putting a Band-Aid on dirty slaughtering practices. Genetically 
modifying corn so it can withstand the onslaught of pesticides just permits the use of 
more pesticides. Inserting features of one species into another (anchovy genes into orange 
juice, for instance) will surely have unintended consequences.  
 
 
 
 



Traditional techniques 
Meanwhile, ancient methods are being rediscovered. 
 
• Rotating crops and letting land rest (“lie fallow”) so that the soil does not get 

exhausted.  
• Using friendly bugs to eliminate bugs we don’t like.  
• Putting chickens into pastures to recycle cow pats and scratch the dirt, loosening 

the soil. 
 

Ancient methods of moving and storing water are being revived. Stone-lined 
underground aqueducts in Syria have been restored, providing water for fruit and nut 
trees. Ancient irrigation networks have been revived in Peru and Italy. Foot-powered 
pumps of a kind designed in China 2,000 years ago are being provided to farmers in 
southern Africa. Other traditional water collection and storage methods are being revived 
in India.  
 

                                           Solving a gas problem 
Cow burps have been in the news, and they’re not funny. They contain methane, a 
greenhouse gas that is far more dangerous than carbon dioxide, and if you add up 
all the cows in the world, their burps add up to a serious environmental hazard. 
Taking the problem by the horns, Penn State University dairy scientist Alexander 
Hristov created an oregano-based supplement that reduced cows’ methane 
emissions by 40%. If early trials are successfully repeated, this could reduce the 
damage done by innocent cows.  

 
The best of both 

Genetic modification of living things is risky--but there are safer ways of 
harnessing genetic knowledge to improve breeds. Marker-assisted selection combines the 
modern science of genetics with old-fashioned cross-breeding to increase crop yields. 
Scientists select individual plants with desirable traits by scanning their genes, and then 
use traditional cross-breeding of these selected plants to pass on those traits. This method 
shows it is possible to harness human ingenuity without unleashing forces we don’t fully 
understand. Sustainable agriculture, which is a collection of old and new methods, 
combines the best of both worlds.  



Four Birds on One Branch: Many Good Results from One Action 
 

Yossi Leshem, an Israeli bird expert and director of the International Center for 
the Study of Bird Migration, was troubled by the deaths of hundreds of birds in northern 
Israel. The birds were being killed by the chemicals used to eradicate the rats that were 
eating the farmers’ crops. Leshem persuaded a kibbutz to try a different solution. Barn 
owl boxes were installed to lure owls to make their homes at the kibbutz, and within a 
few years the rat problem was solved. An Ohio Jewish community group gave funds so 
the kibbutz members could donate building materials for owl nesting boxes to their 
Jordanian neighbors. Little by little, overcoming obstacles, the project is helping former 
enemies reach out to one another. 
 

In the food transformation now under way, we can accomplish three or four or 
even more goals with a single food choice. For example, choosing more fresh fruits and 
vegetables reduces wasteful packaging and processing–and offers better nutrition. Eating 
food produced locally offers many advantages, as you can see by this list. 
 

Locally Grown Food 
• Money stays in your community 
• Reduces use of refrigerants and packaging 
• More likely to be organic 
• Less gasoline used for transportation 
• Saves family farms 
• Preserves alternatives to industrial monopolies. 

 
Here is another process that has many positive results. 

 
Organically Produced Eggs 

• More humane treatment of animals 
• Chickens are fed a vegetarian diet (natural for them) 
• No antibiotics 
• No pesticides in the hens’ food. 

 
Each positive consequence has happy consequences of its own: No pesticides in 

hens’ food means less pollution in the creeks near chicken farms; this allows fish to 
survive. It also increases the market share of organic food for the hens. Just as there are 
damaging ripple effects of industrial agriculture, there are helpful ripple effects in the 
new food economy. 
 

The following actions have the most numerous happy consequences: 
 

• Eat more organic food. 
• Eat more locally grown food. 
• Eat less meat. 
• Eat less fish. 
• Grow some of your own food. 

 
Which one of these gives the greatest number of happy consequences? You’ll find 

the answer later in this book.  
PART I 



 
Your Five Most Important Decisions 
 

With five key food choices, you can create your green foodprint. 
 

• Choose more organic foods. 
• Eat lower on the food chain.  
• Choose more locally grown food. 
• Eat a greater variety of food. 
• Create less packaging, processing, and waste. 

 
Decide which recommendations make the most sense for you. If you opt to keep 

meat in your diet, you can change the kind and amount of meat you eat. If you’re a 
vegetarian or vegan, you can increase your purchase of organics, reduce packaging, and 
add variety. There’s an endless range of options that you can tailor to your lifestyle. 
 
 

Ecological restoration is extraordinarily simple: You remove whatever 
prevents the system from healing itself.  

-- Paul Hawken, author of Blessed Unrest 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Buy The Green Foodprint on Amazon Today!



Eat Food, Not Chemicals 
 

Modern agriculture drenches food in chemicals: pesticides to kill insects, 
herbicides to kill weeds, and antibiotics for cows, pigs, and chickens. Growers may spray 
chemicals on a crop repeatedly: once during winter dormancy, again when plants begin to 
bud, again after flowers are pollinated, and several more times while the crops are 
growing. Finally, some ripe fruit is sprayed with wax to make it look shiny. Processed 
food gets additives and preservatives as well.  
 

Yes, I know that everything is made out of chemicals. Water is a chemical, and so 
is salt. By “chemicals,” I mean artificial chemicals used in food production.  
 
The truth about pesticides 

Pesticides are poisons intended to kill bugs and other living things that we 
consider “pests.” In this country, nearly a billion pounds of pesticides are applied every 
year. But over time, pesticides lose power: with short life cycles, insects evolve to 
become resistant to our poisons faster than we can invent new ones. According to the 
Pesticide Action Network, the percentage of crops lost to pests has almost doubled since 
the 1940s, despite an increase in pesticide use.  
 

Farmers, encouraged by chemical manufacturers, respond by using yet more 
chemicals in what agriculture experts call the “pesticide treadmill.” This situation 
reminds me of drug addiction. When people are addicted, they need ever-greater 
quantities of the substance to get the same effect. American agriculture seems addicted to 
chemicals. 
 

These chemicals find their way into our bodies. Over 160 of the active ingredients 
have been classified by the EPA as known or suspected carcinogens. Even human milk 
has been contaminated, affecting both industrialized and developing countries. A single 
dose of pesticides may not be dangerous, but the impact accumulates over a lifetime.  

 
Some chemicals have been banned, but American companies still produce and 

export them to other nations with less stringent laws. Since we import food from other 
countries, and only about 1% of imported food is inspected, the chemicals banned here 
may end up in your body anyway.  
 
Organic--what the USDA labels mean 

Fortunately, you can help take these poisons out of circulation by buying organic 
food.  
 

• “100% organic” means the product is made entirely of organically grown 
ingredients.  

• “Organic” means it is made of at least 95% organic ingredients.  
• “Made with organic ingredients” means at least 70% of the ingredients are 

organic.  



• If less than 70% is made of organic ingredients, the food maker may list organic 
ingredients separately in the information panel. 

 
Organic may appear to be more expensive than conventional, but this is only 

because industrial agriculture is supported by enormous government subsidies and does 
not pay for the damage that it causes to human health and the environment. But the health 
of person and planet is so important that I urge you to consider choosing organic as often 
as you can.  
 

Can’t afford to go all-organic right now? Make these switches first: 
 

Most Important Foods to Buy Organic   
Baby food 
Milk and butter 
Fruits: strawberries, bananas, peaches, cherries, nectarines,  
 apricots, apples, grapes, melons, red raspberries, pears  
Vegetables: potatoes, bell peppers, lettuces, spinach, green beans,  
 tomatoes, cucumbers 
Protein foods: eggs, seafood, meat, peanut butter 
Beverages: coffee, wine 

  Foods containing soy and corn, to avoid genetically modified food.  
 

Organic farming has many other life-affirming features in addition to avoiding 
toxic chemicals. The USDA defines it as follows:  
 

• Use of cover crops, green manures [cover crops that are plowed under to improve 
the soil], animal manures and crop rotations to fertilize the soil, maximize 
biological activity and maintain long-term soil health. 

• Use of biological control, crop rotations and other techniques to manage weeds, 
insects and diseases. 

• An emphasis on biodiversity of the agricultural system and the surrounding 
environment. 

• Using rotational grazing and mixed forage pastures for livestock operations and 
alternative health care for animal wellbeing. 

• Reduction of external and off-farm inputs and elimination of synthetic pesticides 
and fertilizers and other materials, such as hormones and antibiotics. 

• A focus on renewable resources, soil and water conservation, and management 
practices that restore, maintain and enhance ecological balance. 

 
Organic and health 

Conventionally grown fruits and vegetables are bred for high yield, long shelf life, 
resistance to pests, uniform size, and attractive appearance. Sensible values, to be sure, 
when produce is shipped thousands of miles, but what about taste and nutrients? Some 
studies show that fruits and vegetables grown with chemicals are less nutritious than they 
used to be, and less nutritious than organic. While scientists sort out whether organic 
growing strengthens the desirable compounds in food, we already know that modern 



industrial agriculture adds undesirable ones. Chemicals used to grow food include known 
carcinogens, endocrine disruptors, neurotoxins, and reproductive toxicants. To find out 
more about these alarming facts, visit whatsonmyfood.org to find out which chemicals 
were used to grow and process your food. 
 
What you can do: 

✓ Buy organic fruits, vegetables, nuts, and grains. 
✓ Wash or peel nonorganic produce.  

 ✓ Baked goods, cereals, canned foods are also available in organic form. 
 
Real organic vs greenwash 

However, beware of greenwash. Some producers pretend to be green, showing 
cute animals or green colors in their advertisements and packaging, without making their 
products sustainable; they hide their real environmental impact; and they fight the 
prospect of regulation by claiming they will start policing themselves. Some advertising 
terms are vague and meaningless, such as “eco-friendly” and “natural.” To help you 
assess a corporation, Greenpeace developed four criteria. 
 

• Dirty business. Is the company’s core business basically destructive? Using a little 
solar energy doesn’t help if its major business is cutting down forests. 

• Ad bluster. If the company’s advertising emphasizes a few green products but the 
company mostly makes destructive ones, that’s greenwash.  

• Political spin. If the company lobbies against environmental regulations and tries 
to defeat laws that would help the Earth, while pretending it supports 
sustainability, that’s greenwash. 

• “It’s the law, stupid!” Claiming credit for actions that are required anyway is 
greenwash. 

 
How can you know which products are good for the Earth and which are not? 

Agribusiness corporations constantly pressure regulators to dilute their standards. 
Sometimes they simply lie--one big dairy processor ignored USDA organic regulations 
and stalled investigations for years, while labeling its milk organic. To protect our right to 
know, private groups such as the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (iatp.org) and 
Consumers Union (greenerchoices.org/eco-label)s certify products and foods. The 
Certified Humane label  (certifiedhumane.org) indicates more humane treatment of 
animals.  
 
What you can do: 

✓ Buy green products.  
✓ Don’t be fooled by vague terms (such as “natural”) or cuddly pictures and 
green colors on the labels. 
✓ Balance hope with skepticism. 
✓ Get information from watchdog groups, like organicconsumers.org and 
foodandwaterwatch.org. 



Eat Lower on the Food Chain 
 

A food chain is a web showing how living things rely on other living things for 
their food. Plants turn sunlight and soil nutrients into vegetation; herbivores eat plants; 
and carnivores eat herbivores (and sometimes other carnivores). Omnivores eat both 
plants and animals. So animals “higher” on the food chain are consuming life energy that 
has been concentrated by creatures that they ate “lower” on the chain. There is spirited 
debate whether humans are by nature omnivores or vegetarians. But there is no debate 
that the single most powerful choice you can make for the Earth--and to green your 
foodprint-- is to eat “lower” on the food chain by eating less meat, fish, and dairy. 
 
The protein myth 

Americans once believed that eating meat three times a day was a sign of worldly 
success--bacon with breakfast, burger for lunch, roast chicken for dinner. We believed 
that you risked your health if you didn’t eat a lot of meat. In fact, the opposite may be 
true. The average man actually needs about 60 grams of protein a day (about 2 ounces), 
and the average woman about 50 grams (about 1½ ounces). And protein comes in nuts, 
beans, legumes, and some vegetables.  
 
The truth about meat 

Meat represents an inefficient use of the food supply because it takes so many 
pounds of grain and water to produce one pound of beef or pork. Chemicals and 
pesticides sprayed on the crops grown to feed cattle degrade the soil, and the runoff of 
these chemicals and pesticides harms oceans, streams, and lakes, injuring or killing the 
fish and mammals that live there. Then there is loss of biodiversity. Rangeland is cleared 
for cattle or otherwise degraded by them, destroying the habitats of prairie dogs, wolves, 
birds, deer, and other animals. Ranchers kill wild animals they believe threaten their 
herds. Finally, production of meat, milk, and eggs creates more greenhouse gases than 
cars.  
 

What are we eating? 
• Every year, nearly 10 billion land animals are raised and killed in the United 

States for food.  
• Americans eat about 10 billion fish and other sea animals a year. Adding these 

to land animals, we eat 19,011 animals per minute. 
 

What about hunger? 
• 60 to 70% of world’s fish catch goes to feed livestock. Every year, 14 million 

tons of wild-caught fish are fed to pigs and chickens. 
• It takes 10 times as much grain to produce the same number of calories of 

grain-fed beef than if we ate the grain directly. 
 

If all the grain currently fed to livestock in the U.S. was consumed directly 
by people, the number who could be fed is nearly 800 million.  

—David Pimentel, Cornell professor of Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology 



 
Greenhouse gases and climate change 

Worldwide, farmed animals generate 35-40% of all greenhouse gas methanes, 
65% of nitrous oxide, and 64% of ammonia. Reporter Elizabeth Rosenthal calls them 
“living smokestacks.”  
 
Don’t drive a cow, man. 

Producing two pounds of beef creates more greenhouse gases than driving a car 
for 3 hours while leaving on all the lights at home. A meat diet produces 3,267 more 
pounds of carbon dioxide per year than a vegan diet--the emissions difference between 
driving a Camry sedan and driving a Prius. One study concluded, “The methane that 
cattle and their manure produce has a global warming effect equal to that of 33 million 
automobiles.” 
 
Water 

Beef requires 5 to 10 times as much water per pound to produce as wheat, and 50 
times as much as eggs. Plus, animal agriculture is the world’s largest source of water 
pollution. 
 
Manure 

Food animals produce 13 times the amount of waste produced by humans. It 
contains oxygen-depleting substances such as organic matter, ammonia, and pathogens.  
 

• Each dairy cow produces up to 22 tons of waste a year. 1,600 dairies in 
California’s Central Valley produce more waste than a city of 21 million.  

• Chicken waste from Arkansas so polluted the rivers that nearby Oklahoma sued 
the Arkansas chicken producers. Waco, Texas, won a settlement from 14 dairies 
for polluting the watershed. 

 
A cesspool by any other name 

Imagine living near a facility that houses hundreds or thousands of animals in 
confined spaces--operations run by huge corporations headquartered far away. Massive 
fans blow air out of the sheds where hundreds of hogs live in crowded pens. The waste 
from hog sheds is kept in huge multi-acre open-air cesspools--which the industry 
picturesquely calls “lagoons”--and some of it is sprayed untreated on nearby fields. 
Runoff kills fish in nearby streams and rivers. The air near these places is so bad that 
working or playing outside is intolerable and respiratory illnesses are aggravated. Your 
health and the health of your neighbors decline. Your property values go down--by $26 
billion nationwide. 
 

                                   Or maybe you should drive a cow….. 
Near Western Washington University’s campus in Bellingham, a team from the 
university’s Vehicle Research Institute have built a hybrid car that runs partly 
on…. digested cow manure (biomethane). A small dairy of 667 cows provides the 
raw materials, which the researchers assert can generate the energy equivalent of 
100,000 gallons of gasoline a year. Hmmm, there are 9 million dairy cows 



nationwide, multiply that times poop production per cow, divide that into energy 
extracted…. This could give new meaning to the term “gas up your car.”  

 
Antibiotics  

Antibiotics are given to farm animals to prevent epidemics. Sounds reasonable--
until you remember that bacteria can become resistant to antibiotics, making them 
useless. The FDA says that 70% of all infection-causing bacteria have become resistant to 
the top antibiotics. This is a serious matter, as people are dying from infections that could 
once have been be cured. Ironically, the practice is no longer even profitable, giving a 
return of only 10 cents per dollar spent. To ranchers they’re tempting (“the meat 
equivalent of Miracle Gro”) but scientists and medical authorities are concerned about 
possible epidemics. 
 

• Over two thirds of antibiotics made in the United States goes to livestock.  
• Salmonella is becoming resistant to antibiotics, spawning new superbugs that 

have begun to cause human fatalities. Agencies worldwide are clamping down on 
antibiotic use in agriculture. 

• The loss of antibiotics’ effectiveness due to factory farming costs $1.5 billion a 
year in public health. 

 
The trouble with factory farms is that they are raising more than pigs. 
They are raising drug-resistant bugs as well. 

—Scientists at the University of Illinois 
 
Hormones  

Growth hormones are routinely given to factory farmed cattle, so they’ll grow 
faster and can be killed sooner, increasing profits. Some experts are concerned that 
exposure to these hormones in the food supply can harm human health; scientists are 
studying whether they are responsible for the fall in the age of puberty. 
 
Land and biodiversity 

Clearing land for cattle range and crops reduces vegetation, especially mature 
trees, which are needed to take up carbon dioxide. When cattle move in, other animals 
and plants suffer. Desert tortoises, cottonwood trees, and golden trout are just a few of the 
species impacted. Mountain lions, bobcats, foxes, and other predators are legally killed 
by ranchers. Sedimentation and erosion occur when cattle graze in and around streams, 
which are contaminated by droppings. Trampling causes erosion in creeks and slopes, 
ultimately harming floodplains.  
 

                                              Keystone critters 
Prairie dogs, intelligent mammals that communicate in barks and chirps, live in 
large underground colonies, benefiting other species such as burrowing owls, 
hawks, eagles, foxes, and badgers. That makes them a keystone species, one that 
is especially important in its ecosystem Before the western plains were settled and 
converted to human use, millions of prairie dogs lived there. But 95% of them had 
been killed by 1900, shot and poisoned by people who wanted their land. 



Defenders of Wildlife (in partnership with other organizations) recently relocated 
several hundred prairie dogs to a protected area in eastern Wyoming. These little 
critters won’t have to worry about losing their land to cattle ranches.   

 
Your tax dollar    
 By the way, you are paying for all this. Besides cleaning up environmental 
damage that CAFOs cause, the federal government paid out over $245 billion dollars in 
farm subsidies (including non-meat farming) in the years 1995-2009. 
 

• A rancher pays $1.35 a month per cow and calf to graze them on federal land. 
This is less than it costs to feed a house cat.  

• Between 1995 and 2005, 74% of federal subsidies went to meat and dairy, and 
only 0.37% --that’s one third of one percent--to fruits and vegetables.  

  
Are cattle ranches all bad? A case has been made that well-managed ranches can 

exist in greater harmony with nature--if important changes are made. Smart pasture 
operations keep cattle on carefully managed rangeland where they eat the grass nature 
intended and don’t need antibiotics or produce the amount of waste that factory farms do. 
Will enough ranchers make these changes? 
 

                             Not too many, not too few–just right 
Steve and Jane Sinton manage an 18,000-acre ranch. Instead of cramming as 
many cows as possible onto their land, Steve and Jane keep just as many cattle as 
the land can support, even during dry years. “You have to graze at the right level,” 
he says. “Our philosophy is to leave enough grass so that if it doesn’t rain until 
February, the herd can make it.” Knowing the land’s carrying capacity is age-old 
wisdom that Steve and Jane are honoring at their ranch.   

 
Meat and human health 

Eating high on the food chain exposes meat eaters to the chemicals given to the 
cows and chickens, and the toxins in the oceans the fish swam in. This is called 
bioaccumulation--risky substances increase the higher you go up the food chain. 
Furthermore, a diet heavy in animal protein (especially processed meat) increases risk of 
heart disease, infertility, and cancers of lung, breast, esophagus, and liver, while a 
vegetarian diet is associated with less obesity. In its official position paper, The American 
Dietetic Association says: 
 

The results of an evidence-based review showed that a vegetarian diet is 
associated with a lower risk of death from ischemic heart disease. Vegetarians 
also appear to have lower low-density lipoprotein cholesterol levels, lower blood 
pressure, and lower rates of hypertension and type 2 diabetes than nonvegetarians. 
Furthermore, vegetarians tend to have a lower body mass index and lower overall 
cancer rates.  

 
Cardiologist Dean Ornish has shown that it is possible to reverse heart disease by 

a program of exercise, yoga, meditation--and a diet free of meat. Some elite athletes are 



vegetarians or vegans: marathoner Scott Jurek, pro baseball pitcher Pat Neshek and 
manager Tony LaRussa, tennis great Martina Navratilova, Iron Man champion Dave 
Scott, and many more. Omitting meat hasn’t hurt their health--or their success. 
 

I don’t understand why asking people to eat a well-balanced vegetarian 
diet is considered drastic, while it is medically conservative to cut people 
open and put them on powerful cholesterol-lowering drugs for the rest of 
their lives.  

—Dean Ornish, MD 
 
 And what’s good for us is good for the planet. Experts David and Marcia 
Pimentel concluded, “The lacto-ovo-vegetarian diet [includes dairy and eggs] is more 
sustainable than the average American meat-based diet.” 
 

All of these facts--about grain conversion, water pollution, pesticides, 
biodiversity, and health--point to the same conclusion: The less meat we eat, the better 
off we are, and so is the planet.  
 
What you can do: 

✓ Eat less meat, or none. Have some meals with no meat, or one meatless day a 
week. 
✓ Have smaller portions. Stretch meat in soups and stews, using spices to make 
them interesting. 
✓ Go vegetarian. There are endless tasty dishes you can make without meat. 
✓ If you eat meat, buy it from organically fed and more humanely raised animals. 
(See the chapter on Sustainable and More Humane Agriculture). Look for the new 
“100% grass fed” label. Visit americangrassfed.org  
✓ Visit the interactive map at factoryfarmmap.org to track factory farms near 
you. 

 
                                                Prescription produce 
Some Massachusetts doctors are taking active steps to help low-income children 
adopt a healthier diet. They’re advising their patients to buy “prescription 
produce” at local farmers’ markets–and even giving them coupons to help them 
pay for it. Since obesity costs this country $14 billion to treat health problems in 
children, and $147 billion in adults, this seems like a sensible preventive effort. In 
fact, 36 states have programs to encourage women and young children to benefit 
from the healthful produce available at farmers’ markets. Luckily, in the U.S. 
there are over 6,000 farmers’ markets (with total annual sales of over $1 billion), 
and more are opening all the time.  



Dairy and Eggs 
 

Dairy seems to be so healthy and innocuous, almost mythically innocent and 
nourishing. We find it in milk, cheese, ice cream, and dozens of other foods. But contrary 
to the well-funded advertisements, milk is not so healthy. Scientists have found that milk 
may increase risk of Parkinson’s disease, breast and ovarian cancers, insulin resistance, 
and metabolic syndrome, which can lead to diabetes. How can the facts be so different 
from what we’ve always been taught? That image of cows’ milk as “nature’s perfect 
food” is promoted by ad campaigns paid for by the dairy industry.  
 

For most people, dairy isn’t a problem in reasonable quantities. However, some 
people, such as African Americans and Asians, have lactose intolerance--difficulty 
digesting dairy--more than Caucasians do. You do need calcium. It’s available in many 
vegetables (such as broccoli and spinach) and in fruits (oranges, figs), nuts and seeds 
(almonds and sesame seeds), grains (quinoa and amaranth), tofu, and more. 
 
 Eggs may cause less environmental damage than beef, but if they come from 
chickens that live their lives in battery cages, they involve the same issues of cruelty, 
unsanitary conditions, grain conversion, and greenhouse gases that we have already 
learned about.  
 
What you can do: 

✓ Reduce the amount of dairy and eggs you consume. 
✓ Try tofu, soymilk, and rice and almond beverages. 
✓ Use less cheese in your cooking. 
✓ If you use dairy and eggs, buy organic and certified humane products. 



Fish 
 

We may think there are literally oceans of fish, reproducing freely, as 
inexhaustible as the seas. Sadly, this is not true. We threaten fish (and crustaceans, 
mollusks, and marine mammals) by overfishing and polluting their water world. By the 
middle of this century, many edible species could be completely gone. The catastrophic 
oil gusher in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010 is only the latest event in our long record of 
damaging ocean life. 
 
Overfishing 

Humans have overfished throughout history, but modern methods take this to an 
extreme. Vast fleets of floating packing factories armed with sonar and advanced 
technologies are so efficient that they are engaged in “underwater clear-cutting.” One 
hundred million tons of wild and farmed fish are sold annually. Fish being caught are 
getting smaller over time, as we kill off the larger ones.  
 

• Fishing methods include metal chain dredges that uproot living organisms that 
attach to seafloors. Nets with rubber tires attached allow fishers to troll over rocky 
bottoms that were once inaccessible. 

• The “mudtrails” left by trawlers dragging their equipment on the ocean bottom 
can be seen from space in satellite photos. 

• 85% of species in the Mediterranean are overfished. Europe has so overfished its 
own waters that subsidized European fishing fleets are being sent to Africa. 

 
Fish aren’t the only ones to suffer. Jobs disappear when fisheries go out of 

business from overfishing; 40,000 jobs were lost when Canada’s Atlantic cod fishery 
collapsed in the 1990s, and it has yet to recover. Over 72,000 jobs were lost in the Pacific 
Northwest due to declining stocks. In 2008 and 2009, the fishing season was closed on 
the West Coast. 
 

There’s some good news. In “catch share” programs, a percentage of a fishery’s 
permitted catch is allotted to individuals or groups, who get a specified share of the 
coming season’s catch. Members are free to buy and sell their shares to each other. This 
plan gives fishers a vested interest in making sure the entire area is well managed, rather 
than encouraging them to catch as many fish as possible. This approach has led to 
healthier fish populations, greater revenues for the fishers, and reduced bycatch.  
 

Other solutions: Sea Change Investment Fund helps seafood distributors to do 
business in a more environmentally safe way. CleanFish is building a network of 
sustainable seafood producers. Stream restoration, often done by volunteer groups, helps 
salmon reach their home spawning grounds. 
 
Bycatch and competition 

Even species that are not wanted for food are at risk. Bycatch consists of the 
unwanted fish, crustaceans, and marine mammals that are caught in traps or nets, and 
thrown back into the sea dead or dying. For every pound of shrimp caught, seven pounds 



of other sea life are killed. In Japan, dolphins are herded into bays and slaughtered 
because they compete with humans for fish. 
 

Science teacher Andrew Snow served as a biological observer for five years, 
living and working on Russian, Korean, and Japanese trawlers to enforce fishing 
regulations in the economic zone around the U.S. Each trawler put out a dragnet half a 
mile wide at the mouth and 100 yards wide at the narrow end, 3 to 5 times a day for 4 to 
5 hours each time and dragged it across the ocean bottom, scraping off all life in its path. 
One ship could catch 500 tons of fish, but it also brought up crabs, shellfish, sea stars, 
and mammals. The crews left the unwanted animals to die on the deck or in the hold, and 
dumped them overboard before the catch was weighed. 
 

Some boats would seek out breeding grounds, scooping up the fish that were 
trying to create the next generation, catching 300 to 400 tons of fish a day. Since freezer 
space was valuable, they kept only the eggs and threw the fish overboard. Corals were 
carelessly destroyed if they got in the way; five-foot high beautiful cone-shaped sponges 
were torn off, crushed, and thrown overboard. Snow estimates that a fleet of six trawlers 
threw out 100,000 tons of fish in one six-week season. He also saw American trawler 
workers shoot sea lions and killer whales that were attracted by nets full of fish. 
 
Big businesses and the golden goose 

Ecologist Paul Ehrlich was once told by a Japanese journalist that the Japanese 
whaling industry was knowingly exterminating the very source of its wealth. When 
Erhlich expressed surprise, the journalist said, “You are thinking of the whaling industry 
as an organization that is interested in maintaining whales; actually it is better viewed as 
a huge quantity of capital attempting to earn the highest possible return. If it can 
exterminate whales in ten years and make a 15% profit, but it could only make 10% with 
a sustainable harvest, then it will exterminate them in ten years. After that, the money 
will be moved to exterminating some other resource.” Sad to say, the same could be said 
of many American businesses. 
 

Fishing in the ocean is no longer sustainable. Worldwide, we have failed 
to manage the ocean’s fisheries--in a few decades, there may be no 
fisheries left to manage. 

—Fish expert John Marra 
 
Dead zones and dams 

Agricultural runoff (pesticides, antibiotics, fertilizer, and manure) enters the 
nation’s creeks and flows downstream to lakes and oceans, killing marine life in more 
than a third of our coastal areas. Fish living in these toxins absorb pesticides, dioxins, 
PCBs, cadmium, and mercury, dangerous substances that end up in our food supply. 
Oceans are beginning to resemble open sewers. 
 

When agricultural fertilizer reaches waterways, algae grow explosively; when the 
algae die, they sink to the bottom of the ocean or estuary and take up oxygen while they 
decompose. This creates oxygen-starved areas of water so depleted of oxygen by 



pesticide and industrial runoff that nothing can live there. Such dead zones exist around 
the world. The largest is located where the Mississippi River empties into the Gulf of 
Mexico; in 2007 it was 7,900 square miles (about the size of Connecticut and Delaware 
together). Dead zones are also hard on bottom-dwelling creatures such as crabs and 
oysters.  
 

Dams pose another danger. To provide reservoirs and cheap hydroelectric energy, 
we have dammed many of the nation’s rivers. Salmon in the Pacific Northwest find it 
almost impossible to reach their home streams to produce the next generation. 
Fortunately, some older dams are being taken down and natural waterways restored. The 
water of Manatawny Creek in Pennsylvania improved so much after a dam was removed 
in 2000 (and other stream restoration measures were taken) that the creek was taken off 
the state’s impaired list.  
 

                                                  Buying the dams 
Hydroelectric dams block the Penobscot River in Maine, obstructing the 
spawning grounds of Atlantic salmon. Now the Penobscot River Restoration Trust 
(made up of environmental groups and native American tribes) is buying the dams 
from the power company. The trust will demolish the dams, the power company 
will be allowed to generate more electricity at its other dams, and a thousand 
miles of freshwater river and creeks will be restored, so fish can return. This 
abundance can support other native life such as river otters, bald eagles, and the 
Penobscot tribal culture.   

 
Poisoned streams and oceans threaten our health  

Other sources of water pollution are ship fuel and raw waste dumped into the 
water, and mercury released into the air when we burn fossil fuels. Every year, 60,000 
babies are born in the United States with neurological problems caused by mercury--
much of caused by the fish their mothers ate during pregnancy. 
 

• California gold miners used millions of pounds of mercury in their hydraulic 
mining operations. Fish living in waters nearby still have dangerous mercury 
levels and have been declared unsafe for human consumption. What miners did 
150 years ago is impacting us today. 

• Some restaurants in New York are so concerned about mercury and the laxity of 
government inspections that they are testing fish themselves. 

 
                                            Compassion in action 
Twenty-nine-year-old Achmat Hassiem was attacked by a shark while practicing 
for his lifeguard duties. Even though he lost his foot, he hopes to save sharks–
from humans. While fewer than a dozen people a year die worldwide from shark 
attacks, 73 million sharks a year are killed for the main ingredient of just one dish, 
shark fin soup. After their fins are cut off, sharks are dumped back into the ocean 
to drown or bleed to death. This is unacceptable to many people–including 
Achmat and eight other survivors of shark attacks who are campaigning to save 
the animals. Australian navy diver Paul de Gelder, who lost his right hand and 
lower leg to a shark, says, "Regardless of what an animal does according to its 
basic instincts of survival, it has its place in our world."  



 
Fish farming  

Fish farming (aquaculture) would seem like the answer. But operators build large 
pens where they raise thousands of salmon, shrimp, or other fish, giving them antibiotics 
and possibly pesticides in their feed. Some, like salmon and shrimp, are carnivorous and 
are fed other fishwhich come from the oceans. One expert calculated that it takes two to 
three pounds of wild-caught fish to raise one pound of salmon or shrimp; another expert 
thinks the ratio is nearly five to one.  This is net protein loss. 
 

• Large tracts of the world’s coastal forests and wetlands have been destroyed by 
coastal development or shrimp pond aquaculture.  

• “Tuna ranches” catch young fish, fatten them, and slaughter them before they 
have a chance to reproduce--a recipe for extinction. 

 
National laws and international treaties protect a few ocean species, such as 

whales and dolphins. But the treaties have been watered down, poorly enforced, or even 
repealed. Japan catches whales for scientific “research” of dubious value and sends their 
flesh to meat packing plants. Sanctuaries are not guarded or may actually permit fishing, 
boating, or mining.  
 

Some progress is being made. More than 20 nations have agreed to restrict deep-
water bottom trawling in response to a U.N. resolution. Walmart, which sells 50 million 
pounds of shrimp a year, is now requiring its shrimp suppliers in Thailand to be certified 
as sustainable. The Nature Conservancy has protected 3.8 million acres of sea floor by 
buying fishing permits from those who are willing to get out of the business, and 
converting their boats to research or patrol duty. The first sustainable tuna fishery has 
been certified by the Marine Stewardship Council. The California Fisheries Fund gives 
revolving loans to fishers to help them finance sustainable fishing practices. These steps 
make a start at preventing extinctions of food fish.  
 

You can help by making wise food choices. But given the health benefits of fish 
we keep hearing about, is it really wise to give up fish? First, remember that some fish 
are contaminated and not good for you at all. Second, if you’re really concerned about 
your health, start by doing the other things doctors and nutritionists recommend (reduce 
saturated fats and heavily processed foods, eat more fresh fruits and vegetables, consume 
less meat), and get that exercise you’re also supposed to do. These health choices don’t 
cost lives. 
 
What you can do: 

✓ Eat less seafood, or none. Get omega-3 fatty acids in flax, walnuts, and canola 
oil. 
✓ If you do eat seafood, choose the less endangered species and look for the 
Marine Stewardship Council certified label.  
✓ Avoid Chilean sea bass, orange roughy, bluefin tuna, grouper, Atlantic cod, 
yellowfin tuna, flounder, monkfish, shark, shrimp, farmed salmon, American 
lobster, lingcod, rockfish, snapper, and rock cod. 



✓ To reduce the perceived need for hydroelectric dams, use less electricity in all 
your activities: don’t run the television for background noise, turn off lights and 
computers that are not in use, and air dry your laundry instead of using the dryer. 
✓ Join coast and stream restoration activities, such as the annual Coastal Cleanup 
which takes place every September (oceanconservancy.org). People living inland 
can help the oceans by clearing their creeks of trash, which is otherwise carried 
downstream to oceans. 

 
Fish facts are volatile, so keep up to date. See these web sites:  

 
• Environmental Defense Fund     environmentaldefense.org 
• Monterey Bay Aquarium     montereybayaquarium.org 
• Marine Stewardship Council     msc.org 
• National Resources Defense Council  nrdc.org/wildlife/fish     

 
                                            Who ya gonna call? 
Blue Ocean Institute’s FishPhone is a cell phone service that will instantly tell 
you if a fish is produced sustainably. At a store or restaurant, you text message 
FISH and the kind of fish you’re considering to 30644. You’ll get an instant reply 
rating it from red (avoid) to green (sustainable). Since 2007, the service has 
responded to almost 100,000 text messages.  

 
More humanely raised meat, dairy, and eggs 

Farmed animals are jammed into horribly confined pens, fed unnatural diets, and 
the ones that don’t die first are slaughtered on fast-moving assembly lines that do not 
always stun them before they are knifed. No wonder this is called “factory farming.”  
 

There is an alternative to this cruelty. Humane Farm Animal Care 
(certifiedhumane.org) certifies growers as humane. The Humane Society persuaded 
Compass Group, the world’s largest provider of food services, to switch to cage-free 
farming and helped persuade over 300 colleges and universities, as well as companies 
such as AOL and Google, to reduce or eliminate purchases of eggs from caged hens. You 
can help by buying humanely produced meat, dairy, and eggs. 

 
However, the labels can be confusing and have been abused by industry. The term 

“cage-free” is given to companies that apply for it without being inspected. The phrase 
“has access to outdoors” may mean that in each huge building where thousands of 
chickens spend their lives, a small door is open to a small patch of pavement for one hour 
a day. “Free-roaming” means the chickens are not in cages, but they may still be jammed 
in a vast barn with thousands of other chickens with little or no access to outdoors. Some 
terms are completely meaningless--the word “natural” is not regulated. 
 
What you can do: 

✓ Eat less meat, or none. 
✓ If you eat meat, choose meat from more humanely raised and slaughtered 
animals.  



✓ Use eatwellguide.org  to locate farms, restaurants, and stores near you that sell 
organic foods and more humanely raised meat.  
✓ Patronize restaurants that serve meat from more humanely raised animals.  
✓ Support legislation to protect farm animals. 

 
 

Every hour in the United States, one million animals are killed for human 
consumption. If each one of us cuts back on our animal consumption by 
only 10%, approximately one billion animals would be spared a lifetime of 
suffering each year. 

—The Humane Society of the United States 
 
Soy  

Soybeans are lower on the food chain and full of protein. They can be turned into 
a dazzling array of things, from soymilk to tofu, baked goods, veggie burgers, and more.  
 
What you can do: 
✓ Eat soybeans directly, cooking them like any other legume.  
✓ Drink soymilk hot, serve it cold with cereals, and use it in recipes that call for milk.  
✓ Use tofu as you would use eggs in baked goods, scrambles, casseroles, and more.  
✓ Try tempeh (a fermented form of soy), miso (a bouillon-like concentrate), and frozen 
tofu desserts. 
 
Veggie burgers 

Veggie burgers, tofu burgers, and tempeh burgers are prepared patties. They come 
in many delicious flavors and are made of oats, grains, beans, and chopped vegetables; 
some include tofu or cheese. Many restaurants now offer veggie burgers, so you can 
continue to patronize your favorite establishments or accompany friends to theirs.  
 
What you can do: 

✓ Buy veggie burgers in your grocery or natural food store. 
✓ Order veggie burgers at restaurants and encourage restaurants to stock them. 
✓ Realize that there are many brands of veggie burger. If you don’t like the first 
one you try, try another one. 
✓ Learn a recipe for making your own veggie burgers. Many tasty combinations 
of oats, seeds, eggs, tofu, vegetables, rice, and nuts can easily be made with a 
blender and then baked or sauteed. Make large batches and freeze some for future 
meals. 

 
We hope you enjoyed your free preview of The Green Foodprint. 

Please contact us with any questions or comments. 
• Contact us Today • 

 
• Order a copy of The Green Foodprint • 


