While food often feels like a private choice, behind every meal there is an entire system
shaped by factors like politics, economics, labor, and the environment. Food frequently reflects
who has power when it comes to work conditions and supply chains.

Many crops are extremely dependent on specific temperatures, seasons, and rainfall
patterns. However, as climate change quickens these conditions are becoming much harder to
predict as droughts, floods, and heat waves are threatening some established farming regions.
The Food and Agriculture Organization has reported that global food security has already been
affected by climate-related disruptions, and that oftentimes when crops fail in one region, prices
everywhere rise. This means that environmental damage in one place can affect individuals on a
global scale. Furthermore, climate change does not affect everyone equally, small-scale farmers
and low-income regions are usually the most vulnerable, despite contributing the least to global
emissions.

Modern day food systems are also dependent on complex networks of transportation,
storage, and labor. This allows for year round access to many food items, however it also creates
a fragile system. During major disruptions, such as pandemics, labor shortages, and natural
disasters, these systems are prone to breaking down. Furthermore, when there is a disruption in
supply chains fresh food is often one of the first things to become scarce. This particularly affects
low-income and rural communities, and only deepens existing inequalities between communities
gaining access to healthy meals.

For many individuals their food choices are shaped by their income. A lot of people
prioritize food that is affordable and shelf-stable. Unfortunately, this means that for most people
on tight budgets, fresh produce and organic items are often out of reach. According to the US

Department of Agriculture, millions of Americans experience food insecurity each year. This



means that they do not consistently have access to enough nutritious food for a healthy and
active life. While certain government programs such as SNAP and school meal initiatives play a
large role in reducing hunger, there are debates over funding, eligibility, and benefits of who
should get access to these programs. This often turns food assistance into a political issue.

In addition, every meal depends on human labor, whether it’s harvesting, processing, or
selling. Yet, food service and agricultural workers are some of the most underpaid and least
protected. Many organizations have documented that these workers often face unsafe working
conditions, low wages, and limited healthcare in certain instances. This may be because many
are seasonal workers or immigrants with very little legal or economic security. Furthermore,
cheap food is often only possible because this labor is undervalued. If these laborers were paid
more, food prices would have to go up, leaving many consumers unhappy.

On top of that, many recommend eating local or buying seasonal, as a way to eat
ethically. However, these choices are not equally available to everyone. Prices on local and
seasonal foods are usually higher making them inaccessible for many households. Additionally,
specialty stores, organic options, and farmer’s markets are usually only located in wealthier areas
where they know they will be able to sell products to a more niche audience.

Culture also plays a large factor in what individuals choose to put into their bodies. As
certain ingredients and diets, such as avocados and oat milk, rise and fall in popularity they
reflect consistently changing values within our society regarding environment, health, and
identity. Oftentimes these trends have their downsides, reshaping global agriculture and harming
local communities through land pressure. Food trends also demonstrate how economics, media,
and culture all intersect, showing how what becomes popular can reflect whose needs are

prioritized and whose voices are heard.



While food may seem like a small everyday thing, it is connected to many larger societal
issues. What people eat depends on many factors that are often outside of their control. When
crops fail because of extreme weather, food becomes more expensive. When workers are paid
poorly, cheaper food is possible. When government programs are cut, many families struggle to
eat well. These systems are often invisible to us as consumers, which is why we consider food to
be a personal choice. In reality, many people do not have full freedom over what they eat,
instead, their options are shaped by external factors. Understanding this helps us to think more
carefully about food, and to see how it is about fairness, health, and responsibility. How can

society make healthy food easier for people to access?
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