
Nutrition and Sustainability
Eating City Summer Campus

Katie Wilson, PhD, SNS
Executive Director

Urban School Food Alliance
July 2019



Sustainable Diets 
Pamela Mason and Tim Lang

“Sustainable diets contribute to providing healthy, safe, and 
nutritious food with low environmental impacts while 

encompassing social and economical goals”.



Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
United Nations

“Those diets with low environmental impacts which 
contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life 
for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are 
protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, 
culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and 
affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while 
optimizing natural and human resources”.





Challenges

• Scaling up to feed more people

• Cost

• Availability of growing space

• Availability of food

• Distribution



Sustainable Nutrition  Practices Influence

• Dietary patterns

• The food system as a whole

• Community economics

• Public health



The Food Forum of the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 

and Medicine 

August 2018

Washington D.C.

www.nationalacademies.org



Complexities of Sustainable Nutrition

• “People concerned about sustainable nutrition need to 
explore the complexities and compromises required to move 
toward sustainable diets.  They must be not only healthy for 
humans and good for the environment but also affordable 
and acceptable to society”.

Adam Drewnowski

University of Washington



Four Domains of Sustainable Diets

• Nutrition and health

Energy density or calories

• Economics

Cost of different food and food products

• Society and Culture

Eating patterns rather than individual foods

• Environment

Carbon Cost

Drewnowski



Tensions and Contradictions

• Energy dense food is cheaper to purchase

• May have lower impact on environment

• Has less nutritional value

• Examples:

Sugar

Palm Oil



Impact of Nutrition Transitions

• Growing demand for meat

• If it continues at this rate by 2050 predicted carbon 
emissions will increase by more that the entire 
transportation sector today

• If populations would begin to increase plant- based diets 
the increase in carbon emissions could be lower than it is 
from global agriculture today.



What Is Driving Food Choices?

Private sector marketing uses a menu of ideas.

1. Limit disruptions

2. Maximize awareness in supermarket

3. Rename menu items 

4. Make it trending and cool



Rabbit Hole Rescues

• Not all research is the same

• Data can be manipulated based on funders needs

• Equity was a reoccurring theme in sustainable nutrition

• Much of the change needed is behavioral

• Not everyone is going to remove meat entirely from their 
diet – and they don’t have to

• Increase plant-based foods intermittently or gradually



Interventions to move 
toward more sustainable 

nutrition



Nutrition Sensitive Value Chain (NSVC)

• Most conversations and research focus on food chain 
interventions in crop yield and farmer well being.

• NSVC focusses on nutrition values not just economic values



United States Department of Agriculture

• 1862 President Lincoln established the USDA

• Advance the realm of land cultivation, conservation, and 
economic development.

• Set to follow the interest of farmers and farming 
communities

• Now oversees all programs related to farming

and nutrition



Farmer’ Markets

• 8,669 around the country

• National Farmers Market Directory 



USDA Farm to School

18



Farm To School

The term Farm To School (F2S) encompasses efforts that 
connect schools with local food producers in order to serve 
their products to children in the school cafeterias.

$791 million dollars spent on local products from local 
communities







Results From Farm to School

• Local producers succeed: strengthening local communities

• Lower food costs

• Students understand where food comes from

• Students are willing to try new foods

• Less food waste

• Nutritional quality of school meals increases

• More students interested in farming FFA





Food Waste
Greatest Contributor to GHG Emissions



OUR APPROACH

To provide fresh, healthy and delicious meals to 

students, member districts work together on policy, 

share best practices and leverage our purchasing 

power to continue to drive food quality up and costs 

down while incorporating sound environmental 

practices.



• New York City Department of Education (New York)

• Los Angeles Unified School District (Los Angeles)

• Chicago Public Schools (Chicago)

• Miami-Dade County Public Schools (Miami)

• Dallas Independent School District (Dallas)

• Orange County Public Schools (Orlando),

• Broward County Public Schools (Fort Lauderdale)

• School District of Philadelphia (Philadelphia), 

• Baltimore Public Schools (Baltimore)

• Boston Public Schools (Boston).



• Collectively we offer meal services to nearly 3.3 million 
students daily.  

• Annually, we serve over 584 million meals  

• Annually we spend $755 million on food and food supplies 
across the country.

• Local procurement is from $4.5 million to $33 million per year 
depending on district size.





Good Food Purchasing Program 
Partnership

A metric based, flexible framework that encourages large 
institutions to direct their buying power toward 5 core values: 



Eliminating Polystyrene Trays

• Polystyrene foam trays are used to serve hot food to Baltimore students every 
day, which concerns us given how the plastic is manufactured. The two most 
well-known chemicals used are styrene and benzene. The National Institutes of 
Health's National Toxicology Program deems styrene "reasonably anticipated to 
be a human carcinogen" and benzene a known human carcinogen. Styrene can 
leach into hot foods and can be found in elevated levels in human fat tissue. 
This is a sign of long-term absorption and not simply short-term presence in the 
body before excretion.

• Besides being found in polystyrene, benzene and styrene are both found in 
industrial manufacturing areas and are released into the environment through 
car tailpipe emissions and cigarette smoke. Sounds like something you want to 
eat food off of? We don't think so either.

• Claire Wayner and Mercedes Thompson,

• Students at Baltimore Polytechnic Intstitute

• Baltimore Sun, February 27, 2017



National Resources Defense Council



Composting At School



Going Forward

• Nutrition and food education in school

• Link to Urban Farmers/Food Hubs

• Food waste education in school and at super market

• Share best practices 

90% food and recyclable waste diversion in Baltimore City, K-
12 schools.



Local Purchasing
$4.7 million per year











Personal Gardens



Community Gardens





It Takes a Village

• Health crisis belongs to all of us

• Strong public policy

• Multicomponent interventions

• Strong, committed communities



Hardest question being how 
to agree as individuals, as 
nations, and as a global 
community.



A leader takes people where they want 
to go.  A great leader takes people where 
they don’t necessarily want to go, but 
ought to be.
Rosalynn Carter



Resources

• www.urbanschoolfoodalliance.org

• www.usda.gov

• www.foodtank.com

• www.sustainableamerica.org

• www.newfoodeconomy.org

• www.localfoodhub.org

• www.nrdc.org

• www.goodfoodpurhasing.org

http://www.foodtank.com/
http://www.sustainableamerica.org/
http://www.newfoodeconomy.org/
http://www.localfoodhub.org/
http://www.nrdc.org/


Institute of Sustainable Nutrition
tiosn.com

Mission:

1. To grow sustainable health and nutrition from the ground up.

2. To integrate the seasonal changes in the gardens and land around us with the 
changing needs of the human body.

3. To nourish the soil in order to grow nutrient rich food for our health and that of 
our environment

4. To bring these concepts together in the kitchen to create delicious, nourishing 
preparations and kitchen medicine.

5. To understand that time spent together in these tasks – steeped in traditional 
knowledge and wisdom, create and sustain our communities.



Research Articles
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• Springmann, M., Godfray, HCJ., Rayner, M., Scarborough, P. (2016). “Analysis and 
valuation of the health and climate change cobenefits of dietary change”. 
Preceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States (PNAS), 
113(15): 4146-4151.

• Perignon, M., et al. (2016).“How low can dietary green house gas emissions be 
reduced without impairing nutritional adequacy, affordability, and acceptability of 
the diet?: A modelling study to guide sustainable food choices”. Public Health 
Nutrition 1-13.


