August 22, 2011

Dear Members of Oakland City Council,

As a community of people committed to the prosperity and well being of all of Oakland’s inhabitants, we would like to offer our whole-hearted support in creating a food policy that upholds the mandate that the city set forth: to provide access to healthful foods to residents living in food deserts.  

We want Oakland to remain a place where everyone has access to healthful, humane, environmentally sustainable, and culturally appropriate foods, and we think these goals are best achieved through bolstering the city’s plant-based agriculture policies, while phasing out animal agriculture within city limits.

The CDC, USDA, Alameda County Department of Public Health, and countless other government bodies recommend eating more fruits and vegetables and less meat, dairy, and eggs. But the USDA’s goal of 5 or more servings of fruits and vegetables are not currently being met in Oakland, according to a recent survey done by ACDPH, because people lack access to stores that stock these items. Creating an animal agriculture system in Oakland does nothing to support this goal or remedy this lack of access. Moreover, the health related problems of meat consumption are also well known, including increasing the risk of coronary heart disease, colon cancer and a number of other chronic diseases.

Creating a food policy that relies on residents killing animals is risky business because — although most people eat meat — most people have not killed an animal. This is because killing animals is unpleasant to most people, and most would rather not see, hear or participate in killing. Encouraging people to kill animals themselves as a way to “know where their food comes from” is a dangerous gamble, because it blurs the lines between what is considered cruel and what is considered humane, and desensitizes people to killing.

The negative psychological impacts of killing an animal under any circumstances are well documented.  In the case of the slaughterhouse industry, normal worker turnover is almost 100%. Because Oakland already has a high violent crime rate, we do not see a productive purpose in encouraging residents to raise animals from infants, get to know them, and then kill them out of a misplaced sense of necessity. It is not necessary for residents to kill animals in order to survive, and the public statements that urban animal farmers are making to the contrary should be unsettling to anyone concerned with a proliferation of emotional detachment toward violence in our city.

The carbon footprint of plant-based agriculture is lower per-pound than the equivalent production of animal products such as meat, dairy, and eggs. Livestock animals produce methane, which is a potent greenhouse gas. In addition, production of livestock animals for meat is a less efficient form of protein and other vital nutrients than foods as ubiquitous in all cultures as beans, rice, and whole grains.

People in Oakland will always have choices about what they eat, and almost every culture in the world incorporates large amounts of grains, beans, fruits, and vegetables into its diet. The purpose of creating a food policy is to encourage the production of healthful foods and given that we can only feed approximately 30% of the people in Oakland if we grow the most resource efficient crops, adding animal agriculture to the food policy is unwise because it detracts from the number of people we can feed. In addition, many members of Oakland’s diverse community are outright offended at the prospect of living in a neighborhood where animals are raised for slaughter.  As a faith community, we, as Jains, do not eat animals, slaughtered locally or anywhere else.  We do not want to hear the sounds of animals being killed next door. We do not want our children to be desensitized to killing, nor to have difficult interactions with neighbors about their killing of animals. 

For the above reasons, we ask that you leave animals out of the food policy and focus the efforts of the Planning Department on creating a healthful, humane, environmentally sustainable, and culturally appropriate food policy that does not rely on residents killing animals.

Thank you for your consideration,

Ms. Shobha Vora, President, Jain Center of Northern California,

Jina Shah, MD, MPH, resident of Oakland and member of Jain Center of Northern California
