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What is the Agricultural Sustainability Institute 

(ASI) at UC Davis? 

• What do we mean by “sustainability”? 

• What do we mean by “food system”? 

• Where did we start? 

Are we asking the right questions?  

• locally & nationally? 

• globally? 

 



ASI’s mission: 

… to ensure access to healthy food and 
promote the vitality of agriculture 
today and for future generations. 

We do this through integrative research, 
education, communication and early 
action on big, emerging issues.  



ASI (2006): a hub for sustainability initiatives 

• Student Farm at UC Davis founded 1977 

• Russell Ranch Sustainable Agriculture Facility: SAFS (1986); LTRAS (1989) 

• UC Sustainable Agriculture Research & Education Program founded 1986  

• Inter-institutional Network for Food, Agriculture & Sustainability (2010) 

• Distinguished Advisory Board: 25 leaders representing different groups 

• New undergraduate major: Sustainable Agriculture & Food Systems (2011) 

• Development of graduate programs in agroecology and allied disciplines  

• 9 ASI-affiliated professors at UC Davis (hired 2006-2009) + 12 more faculty 
affiliates named by 2013 

• An expanding network of partners (additional faculty, UCCE specialists and 
farm advisors, students, farmers and ranchers, agribusinesses, NGOs)   



“… development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” 

Our Common Future “The Brundtland Report” 1987  

 
 

What do we mean by 
“sustainability”? 



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “FOOD SYSTEM”? 

One definition:  

“the set of activities and relationships that 
interact to determine what, how much, by 
what method, and for whom food is 
produced and distributed”  

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 1981.  



Global drivers: some examples 

Long-term decline in synthetic N fertilizer prices resulted in a large increase 
in N use from the 1950s through the 1970s.  Thereafter, N prices were 
relatively stable relative to the prices of crops until 2000.  Fertilizer price 
increases in the past decade have exceeded increases in crop prices. 
Uncertainty about synthetic N prices stems directly from uncertainty about 
energy prices, including possible effects of climate change mitigation policies 
on fossil fuels. 

Over the last 50 years, world population doubled and global income quadrupled.  The 
resulting increase in global demand for food has been a fundamental driver of 
expansion of agricultural production in California.  These positive effects on California 
agriculture are likely to continue.  

Long-term reduction of transport costs and reduction of international trade barriers  
increased access to international markets since the 1950s.  The future course of these 
drivers is uncertain, particularly regarding energy prices and trade policy. 



… or are we headed toward… 

• Tightening global food supply – demand balance? 

• Increasing food prices / higher variance in food prices? 

• Possible reversal of global trends in food supply per capita? 

• Intensifying competition for fresh water (seems highly likely).  

Big uncertainties (bad news): energy prices, climate change and 
compounded uncertainties on yields, water supply, pests.  

Big offsetting caveat (good news): 1973-74 “food crisis” induced 
a strong and constructive food policy response.  

 

 
Global food security 

Can we stay on trend in food and agriculture?  
 



What do we mean when we talk about 
“feeding 9 billion by 2050”?  

“Although it may sound straightforward, in practice the 
question is difficult to address…” 

• Not just a food supply issue; also involves food access 
and livelihoods. 

• Cannot even be viewed only in terms of food supply 
and demand; environmental and social impacts of 
agriculture are increasingly important.   

Agrimonde: Scenarios and Challenges for Feeding the World in 2050. S. Paillard, 
et al. 2011 (INRA and CIRAD).  



Are we approaching “Planetary Boundaries”? 

What is the “Safe Operating Space for Humanity”?  

• Climate change 

• Biodiversity loss 

• Nitrogen loading 

• Phosphorous loading 

• Ozone depletion 

• Ocean acidification 

• Freshwater use 

• Land use change 

• Atmospheric aerosols 

• Chemical pollution 

J Rockstrom, et al.   

Ecology and Society 14(2) 2009 

Nature 2009 



WHERE DID ASI START? 



ASI’s vision of a sustainable food system 

Profit + People + Planet 
ASI’s vision is a food and agricultural system that:  

• is innovative, adaptive and profitable 

• provides healthy food for everyone 

• promotes prosperity and equity for people working in 
agriculture and the food system and for their communities 

• improves the environment and human health 

• builds awareness and understanding of the food system 

• engages public participation in policy decisions 
affecting food and agriculture 



•Pediatricians 

•Public health 

•Nutritionists 

•Health advocates 

•Health care 

institutions 

•Customers of co-ops, 

CSAs, farmers markets, 

supermarkets, etc 

•Parents 

•Institutional customers 

•Consumer organizations 

and advocacy groups 

 

•Immigration 

•Animal welfare 

•Housing 

•Hunger 

•Homelessness 

•Religious/faith 

•Coalitions and 

alliances 

•Climate change 

•Land use 

•Watersheds 

•Water 

•Energy 

•Air quality 

•Biodiversity 

•Wildlife 

•Coalitions and 

alliances 

•Farm bureau 

•Commodity organizations 

•Farmers market org.’s  

•Community food systems 

•Sustainable agriculture 

•Educational farms 

•Urban agriculture 

•Community gardens 

•Coalitions and alliances 

•Farm workers 

•Labor advocacy 

organizations 

•Farmers 

•Specialty crops 

•Commodity crops 

•Animals, dairies 

•Diversified 

•Ranchers 

•Fishermen 

•Foresters 

•Certified organic 

•Mixed organic/ 

•conventional 

•Eco-labeling 

•Conservation 

practices 

•IPM 

•conventional 

•Small scale 

•Medium scale 

•Large scale 

•Wholesale 

•International trade 

•Direct marketing 

•Family farm 

•Beginning farmers 

•Farm workers-

turned- farmers 

•Ag publications 

•Journalists 

•Authors 

•TV, radio, newspaper 

•Artists 

•National 

•Local, independent 

 

•K-12 

•4H, FFA 

•Colleges, universities 

•Non traditional 

•Sustainable agriculture 

•Student organizations 

•Foundations 

•Individual philanthropists 

•Corporate donors 

•Policy institutes 

•Landscape architects 

•City & regional planners 

•Housing developers 

•Equipment designers 

•Native American & tribal government 

•International development 

•Other coalitions & alliances 

•Ag agencies 

•Environmental agencies 

•Natural resources agencies 

•Health agencies 

•Transportation 

•Elected officials and policy 

makers 
 

•UC faculty and extension specialists 

•UCCE advisors and county directors 

•ANR statewide programs 

•UC institutes and centers 

•Other UC staff 

•Other universities 

•USDA- ARS 

•Community research institutions 

•Master gardeners 

•International & national researchers 

 

•Ag services 

•Pest control advisers 

•Veterinarians 

•Crop consultants 

•Nurseries, seed, chemical 

companies 

•Irrigation advisers 

•Weather services 

•Certifiers & auditors 

 

•Distributors 

•Wholesale 

•Marketers 

•Processors 

•Food service 

•Retailers 

•Restaurants 

 

•International 

trade & finance 

•Financial & 

business sector 

Others 

Government 

Donors 

Students 

Legitimacy 
ASI strives for a base of diverse 

stakeholders in terms of 

race/ethnicity, gender,  

geographic region, urban/rural, 

socioeconomics, age, etc. 

Health sector 

Consumers 

Community  

organizations 

Environmental 

 organizations 

Ag  

organizations 

Farm labor 

Producers 

Food & Ag 

industry 

Researchers &  

Extensionists 

Media 

Educators 

Alternative  

Energy 



Where did we start?  
Priority Issues for California 

The 10 issues most often ranked in top 3  
1. Competition for water 

2. Farmland preservation 

3. Local & regional food 
systems 

4. Climate Change 

5. Viability of small- and 
medium-sized farms  

6. Water use efficiency 

7. Public understanding 

8. Habitat preservation 

9. Petroleum dependence 

10. Air and water pollution 

 



ARE WE ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 
LOCALLY AND NATIONALLY? 



Why does this paradox 
exist?  

What is the role of the 
food system in this 
paradox?   

What can we do to 
eliminate hunger in our 
society? What is the role 
of the food system in 
eliminating hunger?    

Paradox of hunger 
among abundance 



Self-reliance in local, regional, and 
national food systems   

What level of self-reliance in 
food production best meets 
everyone’s needs?  
For which commodities? 
At what scale: local, regional, 
national? seasonal, annual, 
across years? 
 
How does the structure of our 
food system affect our 
vulnerability to a natural 
disaster or a human-caused 
catastrophe?  
  

 

How does scale affect food 
safety?  Is bigger necessarily 
better? Is small always really 

beautiful?  

 



Global food security, US production, climate change 
and prospects for feeding 9 billion people by 2050  

“At the very time we 
need to increase our 
food production, climate 
change legislation 
threatens to slash our 
ability to do so.” 

—Bob Stallman, President , 
American Farm Bureau Federation, 
Annual address to members, 
January 10, 2010 

 

What are the roles of the US 
in global food security? 

What are the implications of 
these for climate change 

mitigation in the US?  



www.foodandagpolicy.org  

A New Vision for Food  
and Ag Policy 
July 2013 



www.foodandagpolicy.org  www.foodandagpolicy.org  

A Need for Integrated Policies  
• Food and agriculture are 

central to a number of 
policy issues, including 

– Immigration and Labor 

– Health 

– National security 

– Education 

– Energy  

– Economy 

– Natural Resources 

 

• Integrated policy approaches 
to food, nutrition, agriculture, 
and economic issues are 

needed to meet changing 
demands and conditions 

26 

About 40% to 70% of costs in 

production agriculture are related to 

labor costs 

22 million people are employed in agriculture-related fields 



www.foodandagpolicy.org  

•Create a stable, legal food and 
agriculture workforce in the U.S. 

•Ensure access to nutritious food 
through a food systems approach 

•Increase agricultural productivity 
by conserving and enhancing soil, 
water, and habitat  

•Attract young people to food and 
agriculture 

•Redirect research, education, and 
extension priorities and strengthen 
institutions in the U.S. and 
developing countries 

•Provide risk management tools to 
producers 

 

Priority Strategies for 2013 

28 



www.foodandagpolicy.org  

Website 

Visit foodandagpolicy.org to find 
publications, papers, and reports 

NewsFeed 

Receive daily news on the latest 
stories related to AGree’s strategies 

and priorities 

 

For the latest news about AGree please visit www.foodandagpolicy.org. Information 
about AGree's vision and strategies is available along with a comprehensive document, Facing 
the Future, which outlines the challenges confronting the food and agriculture system. AGree 
backgrounders on the following issues are also available: farm safety net; nutrition assistance 
policy; federal agricultural spending; and, food and agriculture trends in the U.S. and abroad. 

Headlines for February 7, 2013  
 

 

» Sequestration: Farm Subsidies on the Table -- Politico  

» Commentary - Trust, Not Self-sufficiency, Will Help Create a More Food-secure World -- The 

Chicago Council on Global Affairs  

» Immigration Reform Would Benefit Agriculture, but Some Farmers See Downside -- Western 

Farm Press  

» FDA Data: Slight Uptick in Animal Antibiotic Use, Resistance Remains Issue in Meat -- Food 

Safety News  

» FAO Food Price Index Remains Unchanged in January -- Food and Agriculture Organization 

of the United Nations  

 

 



ARE WE ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 
GLOBALLY? 

From field to factory, can the global food 

industry become more sustainable in 

sourcing agricultural raw materials? 

 

AKA “the theory of everything” 



Prototype examples 

 

Sustainable Sourcing of Global Agricultural Raw Materials 



Thank you  
 


