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December 14, 2020 
 
Cody Hooven 
Chief Sustainability Officer 
City of San Diego 
 
Dear Ms. Hooven, 
 
Warm greetings in these tumultuous times, and thank you for the opportunity for our community 
to offer input on the City’s Climate Action Plan. Several of our team members who live in San 
Diego took part in your recent Town Hall, and they were glad to see so many participants talking 
about the climate impact of the city's food policies and programs. We are writing today to 
encourage you to adopt a dynamic food strategy that can help meet your 50 percent GHG 
reduction goal by 2050: using simple behavioral nudges to encourage citizens to choose more 
climate-friendly foods.  
 
As you probably know, food is the next frontier in the climate movement, and more and more 
governments are embracing sustainable food in their climate action plans. Animal agriculture’s 
GHG emissions account for nearly 15 percent of all emissions, matching vehicular contributions, 
according to a Chatham House report. The authors further explain that “worldwide adoption of a 
healthy diet would generate over a quarter of the emission reductions needed by 2050” and, 
according to focus groups across four countries, there is “a general belief that it is the role of 
government to spearhead efforts to address unsustainable consumption of meat.” Already, 
major cities like London, Toronto, and our neighbor Los Angeles, as well as school districts like 
Escondido Union School District (through its adoption of the Good Food Purchasing Program, or 
GFPP), are seizing this opportunity by setting their own meat reduction goals. The County of 
San Diego has also begun prioritizing plant-forward meals in its own CAP and Eat Well 
Practices. 
 
We’re aware that people do not like their governments telling them what they should or should 
not eat; however, behavioral “nudges” are a powerful and inclusive tool to guide people dining at 
city events or institutions toward climate-friendly foods, without restricting anyone's choices. 
One such nudge, the use of plant-forward defaults (a strategy that can help meet commitments 
like GFPP), is enormously effective: For example, making plant-based meals the default menu 
option while giving people the choice to opt in to meals with animal products (an approach 
called DefaultVeg) can increase the selection of more sustainable plant-based options by up to 
80 percent. These plant-based meals can ultimately cut GHG emissions by around 63 percent.  
 
Dozens of institutions are adopting these plant-based nudges to spearhead a more resilient new 
norm, from Harvard recommending them in its catering guide to organizations like Climate 
Nexus and the American Lung Association committing to use them for their events. The City of 
San Diego has an enormous amount of influence on what people eat, both directly through 
procurement for schools and other institutions, as well as through the procedures that promote 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/changing-climate-changing-diets
https://www.c40.org/other/good-food-cities
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/pds/advance/cap/publicreviewdocuments/PostBOSDocs/San%20Diego%20County%20Final%20CAP.pdf
https://www.livewellsd.org/Topics/worksite-wellness/eat-well.html#:~:text=The%20Eat%20Well%20Practices%20are,promote%20a%20healthy%20food%20system.
https://www.livewellsd.org/Topics/worksite-wellness/eat-well.html#:~:text=The%20Eat%20Well%20Practices%20are,promote%20a%20healthy%20food%20system.
http://www.defaultveg.org/
https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/doi/10.1093/pubmed/fdz154/5637580
https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/doi/10.1093/pubmed/fdz154/5637580
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and regulate the huge tourism and small business sectors. Therefore, the City has a key 
opportunity to serve as a model for sustainable food policy for both its citizens and the rest of 
the country. 
 
Please see this Resource Guide for more information on how institutions are using plant-based 
defaults to achieve their own sustainability goals (and attached for an example of a 
plants-by-default policy). Can we count on San Diego to join them as a leader in climate-friendly 
food policy by integrating this strategy into your Climate Action Plan? Thank you for your 
consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Farm Forward 
Better Food Foundation 
Endangered Habitats League 
Michael Beck, President, Endangered Habitats Conservancy 
Simon Breen, Education Director, Escondido Creek Conservancy 
Preserve Wild Santee 
San Diego Audubon Society 
Marc Chavez, Program Director/Founder, InterTribal Youth 
Outdoor Outreach 
SanDiego350 
Friends of the Earth 
San Diego Coastkeeper 
Sierra Club San Diego 
Climate Action Campaign 
San Diego EarthWorks 
Coastal Roots Farm 
Kitchens for Good 
University of San Diego Food Studies Initiative 
Lean and Green Kids 
Second Chance Youth Garden Program 
 
  

https://res.cloudinary.com/hyjvcxzjt/image/upload/v1578002945/resource/default-veg-resource-guide.pdf
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Sample DefaultVeg policy for San Diego: 
 

1. Leading by example, the City Council defaults to plant-based meals (with the choice to 
opt in to animal products) for meetings and events. 

2. The City establishes a “green catering and meeting policy” that requires all conferences 
and catered meetings hosted by city agencies to adopt menus that default to 
plant-based items.  

3. City-owned and city-managed facilities and programs with cafeterias or 
all-you-care-to-eat facilities must offer healthy plant-based meals daily.  

4. The City will host trainings, led by DefaultVeg staff, for city administrative staff to learn 
how to implement DefaultVeg for meetings and events, as needed. 

5. Restaurants in San Diego are encouraged to make plant-based meals the default option 
by listing plant-based options first on menus and/or labeling menus as “plant-based 
unless otherwise noted.” 

6. The City will offer free educational materials, provided by DefaultVeg staff, to the public 
at libraries and community centers. 

 


