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Praise for Food in a Changing Climate

Food in a Changing Climate could not be
more timely, as Covid-19 has revealed
the enormous institutional vulnerabilities of
the existing food system while the Black
Lives Matter movement is propelling a long
overdue reckoning with the insidiousness of
racial capitalism. With impressive grounding
in international scholarship, Alana Mann
asks her readers to attend to the complex
ecologies, cultures and political economies
in which food is entwined and commit to a
food politics that does not shy away from
the difficult questions.

–Julie Guthman, Professor of Social Sciences,
University of California Santa Cruz

Don’t be fooled, this compact book speaks
volumes to the civilizational crisis facing our
societies – and to the strategies that can help
us put our food systems back on track. Food
in a Changing Climate brings together a
wide range of data, information and expert
opinion – as well as ancient wisdom – for
a trenchant analysis of our dysfunctional
capitalist food system. Can we feed the
world with GMOs? Will fake meat cool the
planet? Is the Blue Revolution the answer
to overfishing? Alana Mann bravely takes
on these issues in clear, no-nonsense
language. Uncompromisingly honest, this
book is a must-read for students of food
studies and food activists seeking the facts



and the language to speak truth to the power
in our food system.

–Eric Holt-Giménez, Former Executive
Director of Institute for Food and

Development Policy/Food First

Wielding the food lens brilliantly, Alana
Mann issues a wake-up call to the plunder
of life-worlds and ecosystems at this
geological tipping point. Her comprehensive
account of planetary and species damage by
industrial food, now intensifying claims to a
future of lab-grown nutritionism, is
exceptional. She brings her remarkable
communication skills to critique the
corporate scientism of food engineering and
the urgency of restoring sovereignty to
diverse food cultures in the illiberal shadow
of standardisation. Food in a Changing
Climate is a disturbing reminder of the
plantation-like mindsets and practices of a
globalized food system, and the need to
replace it with an ethical world in which
many worlds may fit sustainably.

–Philip McMichael, Professor of Global
Development, Cornell University
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1

WE DIDN ’T START THE FIRE

AN UNEASY STORY

Every year hundreds of gestores de encomiendas or ‘parcel
managers’ transport millions of US dollars in cash and goods
between El Salvador and the United States. This exchange,
between those who fled El Salvador’s 12 year civil war
(1979–1992) and those who remain behind, fuels a ‘reflec-
tive nostalgia’ in which certain foods play a central role-
pupusas (stuffed tortillas), maı́z blanco (white corn), frijoles
de seda (silk beans), miel de caña (sugarcane honey) and
traditional unsalted queso fresco, a fresh farmers’ cheese.
One courier says ‘what flourishes most, or what is above all
else, is that feeling, those desires to want to eat and feel
Salvadoran flavour, Salvadoran food’ (cited in Anastario,
2019, p. 57).

These longings demonstrate how eating, one of our earliest
and most instinctual behaviours, evokes memory and emotion,
especially a sense of belonging.

Food is fellowship. Food is also nostalgia; our earliest
meals can seed a sweet tooth, spoil an appetite, or
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instil a craving later in life. The barrier between taste
and memory is paper thin.

(Giggs, 2020, p. 215)

For the expatriate Salvadorans, familiar foods connect soil,
crops, livestock and labour in an extension of local agricultural
and social practices. Traditional healing teas and other plant-
based remedies recall everyday care-taking behaviours and are
essential to those without access to health care.

Food is central to the processes of dispossession, migration,
transplantation and consumption that have literally trans-
formed bodies, cultures and environments throughout the
world, throughout history. Its countless stories are propelled by
endless appetites. For coffee, tomatoes, chillies, pineapples,
bananas, sugar and maize, only some of the foods that have
created empires and triggered revolutions. The ‘Columbian
exchange’ (Crosby, 2003) entirely transformed parts of Africa,
Asia and Europe, driving industrialisation and expansion. King
Sugar and other monocrops brought incredible wealth to a few,
and misery to many, in a process Eduardo Galeano describes as
the ‘pumping of blood from one set of veins to another; the
development of the development of some, the underdevelop-
ment of others’ (1971, p. 83). The reliance on singular staples
created famines from Ireland to India, leading to a Green Rev-
olution based on genetically modified seeds, agri-chemicals and
fossil fuels which are now directly responsible for climate
change. In response, the colonial project continues in a land and
resource grab justified by a sustainable development paradigm
that now includes ‘green’ biofuels in its agenda for expansion.
Under the racialised double-standard of development, the
appropriation of resources and embodied labour from the
Global South to high-income nations continues; in 2015, a net
total of over 10 billion tonnes ofmaterials and 370 billion hours
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of human labour (Hickel, 2020). This is the blood that con-
tinues to flow from the open veins of the Global South where
‘resource rebels’ (Martı́nez-Alier, 2003) who rely on and stew-
ard the environment for their livelihoods not only fight for their
own survival but also that of the planet against ‘a fossil fuelled
imperialist drive for control and power over resources’ (Wedge
cited in Hayman, 2018, p. 82).

It is naı̈ve to deny awareness that a food system built on
extraction and exploitation was bound to fail; after all history
shows us ‘colonists might come to conquer but in the end they
struggle with the inevitable impact their environment and
situation will have on them’ (Behrendt, 2016, p. 193). The
evolution of global foodways is not an easy story. We know
that ‘stories are powerful tools and can be even more
powerful weapons in the hands of malignant narcissists’
(Yunakporta, 2019, p. 129). Told straight, the story of food
in a changing climate challenges the ‘inequalities, alienation,
and violence inscribed in modernity’s strategic relations of
power and production’ (Moore, 2015, p. 170) – the same
forces naturalised in the popular Anthropocene narrative.

BREADBASKETS AND BASKETCASES

As I write, the world is reeling. The no longer so novel
pathogen COVID-19 defies containment across cities and
continents. Global food supply chain vulnerabilities are fore-
grounded as farmers and processors grapple to understand
‘who needs what, who has what’ to avoid farm closures and
prevent food waste. Fresh milk is flowing down drains,
thousands of animals are being culled and fruits and vegeta-
bles are rotting in fields and shipping containers (Cagle,
2020). Our newly crowned ‘essential’ food and farmworkers,
many already engaged in campaigns for decent wages, fair
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working conditions and basic safety, are now challenged to
socially distance with a shortage of personal protective
equipment (PPE) if they can work at all (Arantini, 2020;
IPES-Food, 2020). People are panic-buying in even the most
affluent cities around the world, where rising unemployment
is driving a demand for food banks which have never reme-
died endemic food insecurity (Power, Black, & Brady, 2020).
Even more dire is the impact of the pandemic on nations
already experiencing acute food insecurity because of a lethal
combination of conflict, macroeconomic crisis, weather-
related shocks and pest invasions. These include
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Northern Nigeria and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC), and much of East Africa where
the worst locust invasion in 70 years is decimating crops and
livestock feed (Smith & Kayama, 2020). Yemen, the most
food insecure nation in the world with 53% or 15.9 million
citizens in crisis, is at Catastrophe (Phase 5) level after three
years of civil war. We lack data for many other countries, such
as Iran and the Philippines (Ghosh, 2020), where the virus is
used as an opportunity for regimes to crackdown on personal
freedoms.

Rising food prices can be directly attributed to the impacts
of movement restrictions and illness on local markets and
the unavailability of agricultural labour, but the roots of the
problem extend much deeper. The pandemic has exposed the
fragility of a food system built to rely on interconnected and
complex global supply chains that facilitate trade between
nations. Based on the logics of comparative advantage, the
‘free’ trade regime dictates that countries can import all the
food they need if that is cheaper than growing it at home. For
example, if Egypt can’t grow wheat as cheaply as they do
around the Black Sea, it should import a large amount of
wheat from Russia to supplement its own small harvest in
feeding its population. That works well when harvests are
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high and conditions for transport are optimal but not so well
when extended droughts in Russia lead to higher prices,
financial speculation on harvests and stockpiling of grain by
competing nations. Russia has a history of imposing restric-
tions and taxes on wheat, and following destructive droughts
in 2010 completely banned trade, contributing to the Arab
Spring uprisings. Climate change was a decisive spanner in
the works of the global food trade well before the pandemic
hit.

A glaringly obvious impact of food dependency, high-
lighted by the pandemic, is that when supply chains fail,
people starve. If local farmers stop growing, their families
don’t eat, and without jobs they cannot buy food. Put simply,
for all the advantages of specialisation in growing, processing
and distributing specific foods, the efficiencies gained come at
the expense of social goals including food security, the need to
preserve livelihoods and the protection of the environment
(Clapp, 2020). Our obsession with efficiency has decimated
local and diverse food economies in many parts of the world
by closing down small farms, regional abattoirs and farmers
markets, eroding local resilience. Now, without adequate
inventories and regional self-sufficiency, our cities are ‘nine
meals from anarchy’ when crisis strikes (Fraser, 2020).

To maximise profits and keep costs low, food corporations
have applied the principles of ‘just enough, just in time’,
balancing supply and demand. Disruptions like closed borders,
trade and visa restrictions, and limited distribution channels
expose the precarious nature of this just-in-time (JIT) model. In
policy terms, our food system is ‘locked in’ to the point where
‘social forces and decisions can reinforce a lack of change or
compound failure’. As such, rather than sustaining us as we
grapple with COVID-19 ‘how the food system operates is a
significant threat to the ecosystem’s future and humanity’s
within that’ (Lang, 2020, p. 197).
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This book was always going to be about the need to adapt
our food behaviours in response to societal collapse driven by
climate change. The coronavirus has added a new urgency to
this narrative. Climate change interacts with and exacerbates
existing inequities including those in our health systems.
Through the pandemic lens, we witness how the most
vulnerable are those most affected by the virus and its pro-
found economic impacts – the elderly, people of colour, the
jobless, the refugees of failed states on which we have little or
no data regarding infections and deaths. In 2014, the World
Health Organisation (WHO) warned that the most significant
health risks and impacts of climate change would not be
experienced equally among nations, regions or groups of
people within metropolitan areas (WHO, 2014). The cracks
are showing as countries with poorly resourced health sys-
tems, and those with the highest rates of inequality, are crip-
pled by the pandemic. Societal collapse has arrived. And with
it a renewed focus on not just our food systems but the way
we live.

FACING THE DRAGON

I started writing this book in the midst of a more local, but as
personally devastating, national tragedy – the worst bushfire
season in living memory. As a child in mid-70s rural Australia,
my class was set the book February Dragon. Author Colin
Thiele perfectly captured the terror of a community faced with
an uncontrollable bushfire. In 2019, the dragon came early,
invited by climatic changes including extended drought and
the positive Indian Ocean Dipole which is contributing to
acute food insecurity across East Africa (Marsham, 2020).
Between October and January, more than 150 bushfires
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burned across Australia. Firefighters were unable to contain
64 of these, in some cases for months. Only heavy downpours
were able to tame the flames. More than 18 million hectares
burned, including 1.3 million of agricultural land and 1% of
all vineyards. Over one billion animals and 34 people were
killed, and thousands of properties razed. A further 445 deaths
were attributable to smoke from the bushfires (Wahlquist,
2020). While the flames may have ceased the grief has not; as a
nation, we are still in mourning.

The Australian bushfire season of 2019/2020 is a lesson in
political paralysis and policy failure for a rapidly warming
world. It incinerated much of but, astonishingly, not all of the
doubt, apathy and indifference about climate change retained
by policymakers and the powerful elite in Australia and
around the world. Coupled with the devastating impacts of
the pandemic, it feels like collapse has begun, and the time to
embrace what Jem Bendell (2018) calls ‘deep adaptation’ has
arrived.

In 2018, when this concept went viral with his paper Deep
adaptation: A map for navigating climate tragedy, it exposed
the ultimate inconvenient truth – societal collapse, defined as
the end of familiar modes of sustenance, security, pleasure,
identity, meaning and hope, is inevitable. Arguably, Bendell’s
view is supported by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) declaration of a climate emergency in which
we have perhaps 10 years to stall a tipping point or ‘precipice’
(Ord, 2020) that leads to catastrophe, and possibly human
extinction.

According to the latest climate science, global warming is
more rapid and severe than previously anticipated. Particularly
at threat is worldwide food security, and with it well-being and
social stability. Climate change is predicted to lead to a decrease
in food production. Tropical zones will move from optimal
growing conditions for cereal crops like rice and corn into
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extreme and prolonged summer temperatures. This will cause
drops in productivity in areas where the bulk of malnourished
people already live. Growing seasons will likely get longer in
temperate zones as climatewarms but any gainswill be offset by
extreme weather events like Australia’s bushfires, which fol-
lowed the longest drought in living memory.

Climate-related droughts across the globe this decade alone
have caused drops in wheat production of 33% in Russia,
19% in the Ukraine, 14% in Canada and 9% in Australia
(Vidal, 2013). The disruption of immense ocean currents is
already impacting on fisheries which are increasingly exploi-
ted for the protein needs and shifting tastes of a global pop-
ulation expected to reach nearly 10 billion by 2050. To feed
this population sustainably, the World Resources Institute
claims we need to close three gaps: a 56% food gap in ‘crop
calories’; a 593 million hectare ‘land gap’ (an area twice the
size of India); and an 11 gigaton greenhouse gas (GHG)
mitigation gap between anticipated agricultural emissions in
2050 and the target level we need to hold global warming below
two degrees Celsius and avoid catastrophic climate impacts
(Ranganathan, Waite, Searchinger, & Hanson, 2018). With
half the Earth’s surface already under production for food and
even more for fuel crops, we are running out of land – a
problem exacerbated by rising seas. A one-foot rise in sea level
is sufficient to consume Tuvalu, Kiribati and the Maldives in
the Pacific, Kivalina in the Arctic and coastlines around the
world from Miami to Mumbai. By 2100, seas are expected to
rise three feet (Mann & Toles, 2016). Storm surge is a major
risk to health and food supply in urban areas, particularly
where critical infrastructure is situated on the coast. Hurricane
Sandy proved the vulnerability of low-lying coastal areas in
New York, pouring 1.6 billion gallons of untreated sewage
into local waterways. The peninsula Hunt’s Point, the poorest
congressional district in the United States and the source of
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