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F
ood is the doorway to building an ecologically
and economically sustainable economy—one that

solves most problems, from pollution to disease to
hunger, according to Chris Bedford, President of the
Center for Economic Security (CES). “We’re part of a
larger network of farmers’ markets associations and
progressive people who care about food and the envi-
ronment…What we’re doing in Michigan is creating
local coalitions to build healthy, local food systems
because the federal and state governments have shown
no interest in addressing real food security and its relat-
ed problems. So we have to figure out how to save
ourselves. We’re about coming together to build a sus-
tainable economy.”

“How?” is the key question. Bedford believes that
both informed commerce and policy change are cru-
cial. Founded in 2005, the organization has not regis-
tered any major policy victories just yet. Bedford is

confident that change can be made. Before starting
CES, he worked in Woodbury, Iowa, where he con-
tributed to the passage of the first tax credit in the
nation that provides rebates to farmers who convert
their farms from conventional to organic farming. The
policy also mandates county food service departments
to purchase locally grown foods when possible (see:
policy profile at www.preventioninstitute.org/sa/
policies/woodburyIA.php).

CES does much of its work in Muskegon, a low-
income city of 80,000 with the highest diabetes rate in
the state and 10 superfund sites in the county of the
same name. Even with this extreme adversity, CES
actively and consistently engages roughly 500 people
in the Center’s work. Bedford is approached regularly
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by people who recognize the need to change what and
how they eat on an individual and systematic level.

Working entirely with volunteers, CES helped to
found and operates the Sweetwater Local Foods Mar-
ket, the first farmers’market in the state to sell produce
that is only local and organically grown. CES organ-
ized a citizens’ committee to support the creation of a
Muskegon County Food Policy Council. The Center
is also pushing for a 2010 ballot initiative, “Healthy
local food for a healthy Michigan,” which will declare
that all Michigan citizens have the right to local food
raised in an ecologically healthy and sustainable man-
ner. If passed, the initiative would establish ecological-
ly intelligent local food systems as a state priority, cur-
tail non-source point run-off into the Great Lakes,
establish healthier food requirements for school lunch-
es, and more controversially, classify healthy local food
as preventive medicine. Bedford points out that
Michigan spent $3.7 billion on diabetes in 2004, over
90% of which could have been saved if people
changed their eating habits, he says. “Medicaid could
fund food instead of insulin, since an altered diet could
prevent the need for insulin in the first place.”

Along with the big push for the ballot initiative, the
Center is seizing an unexpected opportunity to change
perceptions about health and healthcare in the auto-
mobile industry. The United Autoworkers Union is
taking over almost half a million people’s health care,
and CES plans to create a pilot program involving

union members that will address health needs through
nutrition and lifestyle changes. Bedford is hoping this
program will show the union that money can be saved
by providing access to healthy, locally grown food
rather than treating disease.

CES has completed a new film,The Organic Oppor-
tunity, to help economic development institutions,
Chambers of Commerce, and local government see
food as an economic development opportunity. Bed-
ford sees the potential for local food systems. He is
inspired by the little-known history of post Cold War
Russian agriculture. Russians went from needing food
assistance from neighboring European nations to hav-
ing one of the world’s most extensive urban garden
systems. Those gardens make up less than 6% of the
total farm land but supply 96% of the country’s fresh
vegetables. Comparing US and Russian agricultural
systems may seem like a stretch, but Bedford sees a key
commonality between the two countries: “We share a
need to reclaim food on a local level to solve problems,
like local food access and food security.”

As with many non-profits, funding and organiza-
tional sustainability are concerns, but CES considers
the biggest challenge to be a lack of leadership on a
national scale. “No one of either party is saying,‘Hey,
locally grown healthy food is important to our nation-
al economic security. People have to dream changes
before they can achieve them. We need national lead-
ers who encourage local action and use the bully pul-
pit to encourage the possibility of locally grown food
and a productive local economy. For how secure is a
nation—even a super power—that can’t feed itself or
stay healthy?”

SWEETWATER LOCAL FOODS MARKET SELLS ONLY

LOCAL AND ORGANICALLY GROWN PRODUCE


