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			Praise for  
FOOD FIX UNCENSORED

		

			“A powerful and urgent account of how our food system drives disease, damages the planet, and distorts public policy. Even where science is still evolving, the need for change is certain, and Mark Hyman brings together evidence and political context with great clarity to reveal the commercial and political forces that shape what we eat.”

			—Professor Chris van Tulleken, author of Ultra-Processed People

			“Food Fix Uncensored exposes Big Food for engineering and marketing the addictive ultraprocessed foods that are driving our nation’s chronic disease epidemic. Dr. Hyman doesn’t just diagnose the problem, he proposes real solutions from farm to fork. This is a call to action — for innovators, ­change-makers, and citizens alike — to rebuild a food system that truly serves people and the planet.”

			— Todd Wagner, entrepreneur and cofounder of FoodFight USA

			“A bold, ambitious book that insists on asking the right questions about our food system: Why is it so disastrous for our health and the planet — and whose interests does it serve? Dr. Hyman invites a vital conversation that begins with food. I hope readers of all political stripes take him up on it.”

			— Dan Barber, chef of Blue Hill and author of The Third Plate

			“Food Fix Uncensored tells the truth few are brave enough to say: Our health crisis is no accident. This book lights the path toward a future of regenerative farms, healthy communities, and empowered eaters.”

			— Kimbal Musk, entrepreneur and philanthropist
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Foreword

We are in a crucible moment for humanity. Lifespan in the United States is consistently declining, preventable chronic diseases are rising globally, obesity now affects 2.5 billion people, and infertility rates continue to climb. Meanwhile, our oceans are choking with plastic, our topsoil is vanishing, and biodiversity is collapsing worldwide. It’s a rough moment for Planet Earth and its inhabitants!

Oddly enough, there’s good news. There are answers — and they all lead back to our forks. Each of these crises can be meaningfully addressed by fixing food. The solutions are in this book.

As I write this foreword, we’re witnessing a tug-of-war between progress and regression in the fight to improve the American food system. On the one hand, the Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) movement has swept the country, culminating in the appointment of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. — a staunch food-as-medicine and regenerative-agriculture advocate — as secretary of health and human services. In this role, he oversees roughly 25 percent of the budget of the largest government agency on Earth. Since his swearing in on February 13, 2025, we’ve witnessed unprecedented momentum on food: movement to ban artificial dyes in school lunches, eliminate soda purchases on the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), improve infant formula quality, and close the loophole that enables Big Food to self-affirm harmful additives as “generally recognized as safe.”

At the same time, progress is being actively dismantled by industry-funded interests. A Bayer-funded industry group, Modern Ag Alliance, is pushing nationwide legislation to grant legal immunity to pesticide and herbicide manufacturers — blocking harmed individuals from suing for illness if labels comply with the standards of the Environmental Protection Agency. How do they aim to pressure the US government into providing them with immunity? In the spring of 2025, they threatened to stop producing agrochemicals. And who will suffer? American farmers, because China is the primary other major producer of agrochemicals. As a result of this legal maneuvering, combined with the instability around tariffs, our homegrown farmers and food supply are increasingly threatened. These bills are advancing in multiple state legislatures, protecting the agriculture cartel that this book courageously exposes. Simultaneously, the American Heart Association testified against a bill that would prohibit the purchase of junk food and sweetened beverages through the country’s largest nutrition assistance program, SNAP. In response to public outcry, they reversed this stance on May 8, 2025.

In this moment, no book is more urgent than Food Fix Uncensored. If we fix food, we can begin to solve the most existential threats facing humanity and the Earth.

When I first read the original edition of Food Fix in 2020, I was at a personal inflection point. I had spent my life pursuing the pinnacle of conventional medicine — research training at the National Institutes of Health, earning dual degrees at Stanford, and dedicating myself to the high-stakes world of ear, nose, and throat surgery. I believed, deeply, in the promise of modern medicine, confident that if I worked hard enough, studied long enough, and sacrificed deeply enough, I would become a true healer.

But as I moved deeper into clinical medicine, that belief began to fracture. I was operating, prescribing, diagnosing — yet the patients kept returning. Sicker. More exhausted. More inflamed. Endless pills and procedures. I wasn’t healing anyone. The system wasn’t working. Within the sterile, gleaming efficiency of the hospital, I kept thinking, Why are so many people getting sick? Why are chronic diseases all going up all at once? And why is the powerful, expensive, revered American health care system so ineffective at fixing the burden of chronic disease and its costs?

Dr. Hyman has espoused for decades the simultaneously simple and hugely complex answer to these questions: Our health care system is fundamentally broken because it profits from long-term sick patients and loses money from healthy ones. Therefore, the root causes of chronic disease — like food — are insidiously ignored. Having witnessed this reality firsthand, I put down my scalpel in September 2018, committed to finding a path to become a true healer and address the real roots of chronic disease, including poor nutrition, metabolic dysfunction, environmental toxins, and bought-off science. In 2019, I cofounded the health and wellness company Levels to empower individuals to understand the impact of food on their health using continuous glucose monitoring.

Though I’d been a Mark Hyman superfan for years — devouring his books in stolen moments during residency — when I read Food Fix in 2020, it struck me as one of the most impor­tant texts I’d ever encountered. It was a lens into the industrial-scale corruption profiting from American illness — and it was a beacon for change. It confirmed everything I had witnessed in the operating room, in my family’s health, and in the rising tide of chronic disease across the country. It didn’t just explain — it revealed.

This book doesn’t simply present data. It delivers clarity. It lays bare the machinery behind our nation’s dysfunction: a food system that is actively manufacturing disease for profit. Page by page, it exposes how chronic disease is not just an unfortunate by-product of modern living — it’s the logical outcome of a system engineered for earnings over life.

Food Fix Uncensored makes it unmistakably clear: Our health crisis is not accidental. It’s by design. And it’s costing us everything.

What this book reveals is a national emergency. The American food system has been hijacked by powerful commercial interests that control our governments, our choices, and our health. In just a few decades, we’ve seen an explosion in chronic disease: type 2 diabetes, heart disease, autoimmune conditions, cancer, Alzheimer’s, infertility, mental illness, and obesity. More than 93 percent of American adults have some degree of metabolic dysfunction. And it’s getting worse. Life expectancy in the United States is falling — even as we spend more on health care than any nation on Earth. The expected lifespan for American men is now just 77 years — averaging 7 years less than our peers in Japan and Switzerland and forty-ninth in the world.

We’re told the science is settled. It is not. The science has been buried. In all my medical training, I never learned that each serving of ultraprocessed food consumed daily increases early mortality by 14 percent, and that 67 percent of children’s calories come from ultraprocessed foods. No one taught me about the endocrine-disrupting chemicals in our pesticides, the microplastics accumulating in our brains, or the fact that 95 percent of the USDA’s Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee for 2020 had financial ties to Big Food. I wasn’t taught that our health care system itself is the third leading cause of death in the United States.

You would think our health care institutions would be clamoring to reverse metabolic dysfunction and alleviate American suffering through the most impor­tant lever: food. But they are not. They not only remain silent but continue accepting millions from the industries causing the problems.

That’s why Food Fix Uncensored is more than a book. It’s a road map to reclaiming our vitality. By exposing the forces behind our broken food system, it offers not just insight — but hope. By shining light on the web of corruption keeping us sick, it enables us to begin pushing back.

This isn’t just a health crisis. It’s a spiritual one. We’ve collectively lost our reverence for life, for nature. We’ve fallen for the illusion that we can chronically poison ourselves under the guise of efficiency and advancement — and then fix it all with drugs. But there is another path — one rooted in common sense, transparency in science, and deep respect for the miracle of the human body and the Earth that sustains it.

I’m honored to write this foreword. The bravery of Food Fix didn’t just widen my aperture of understanding — it helped crystallize my purpose and make me far bolder in my work. I believe it can do the same for many others. Share this book with your family, friends, schools, and children. Discuss it at your dinner table and in your book clubs.

We can restore health to America in just a few years. But it will take all of us. We need you — each of you reading this — to heed the call and muster courage. Make different choices for yourself and your families. Call out corruption. Inspire and demand the change we so urgently need.

Food Fix Uncensored is a rallying cry — for doctors, parents, policymakers, business leaders, and anyone who believes we deserve better. Health is our natural state. Fixing food is how we heal not just our bodies but our nation.

— Casey Means, MD







Introduction

If you’ve read any of my previous books, you might be wondering, Why is a doctor so obsessed with food? Shouldn’t he be focused on medicine, hospitals, and treatments? Well, I’m obsessed with food because our Standard American Diet (ironically, known by its acronym, SAD) is arguably the single biggest threat to our future as a society.

Every major crisis we face — skyrocketing disease rates, economic collapse, environmental destruction — traces back to one thing: our food.

This system isn’t just broken — it’s designed for profit, not nourishment. The way we grow, process, market, and consume food is fueling chronic disease, burdening our economy, widening inequality, polluting our land and water, and driving climate disaster. It’s siphoning our human, social, economic, and natural capital faster than a busted dam releases water in a flood.

Sound extreme? The reality is far worse than you can imagine.

We have unwittingly become the lab rats of a radically altered food ­supply — one that has been hijacked by Big Food, Big Ag, Big Pharma, and enabled by regulatory capture. In just the past century — and even more drastically over the last 40 years — we’ve shifted from real, recognizable food to ultraprocessed, chemically engineered products that don’t even meet the definition of “food.” How is food defined in the dictionary? “Any nutritious substance that people or animals eat or drink or that plants absorb in order to maintain life and growth.” What most Americans (and more and more of the global population) eat is not even food. It does not maintain life and growth. It does the opposite. It promotes death, disease, and decay.

Poor diet is now the single biggest killer on the planet, which forced me to ask a terrifying question: What the hell happened to our food — and who is responsible for the system that produces it?

As a doctor, my oath is to relieve suffering and illness and to do no harm. But as a functional medicine physician, my training goes beyond just treating symptoms — it’s about finding and fixing the root causes of disease. And time after time, with every patient who walked through my door, I saw the same disturbing pattern: Their illnesses started with their forks.

The more I treated patients, the more I realized I was playing a losing game. I started to piece together an awareness that my tools of healing were futile when up against the reality of our modern lifestyles: that our diet is the number one cause of death, disability, and suffering in the world. It’s fueling an explosion of chronic disease, robbing people of their health, and devastating entire generations. No matter how many medications I prescribed or how many treatment plans I designed, I was up against a force far greater than anything I could fix in my office — our modern food system.

So, I started following the trail — from seed to soil, from field to fork, from food to landfill. And what I uncovered was so shocking, so deliberately engineered, so systemically corrupt, that I knew I couldn’t stay silent.

What I discovered is that there is a powerful web of forces working mercilessly to keep us sick, suffering, and trapped in a system engineered for profit, not health. Big Food, Big Ag, Big Pharma, and even our own government policies have created an industry designed not to nourish us but to exploit us. Every aisle in the grocery store, every school lunch tray, every hospital meal, has been hijacked — loaded with ultraprocessed junk, sugar, starch, chemicals, and additives that are literally killing us.

I realized that if I stayed silent, I would be violating my Hippocratic oath — the sacred duty of a doctor to protect and heal. I couldn’t turn a blind eye while millions of people in America (and billions globally) — children included — were being set up for a lifetime of chronic disease. I had to speak up.

When I wrote Food Fix, it was a call to wake up to a crisis that most people hadn’t yet begun to see clearly: that our food system is not just broken — it’s been weaponized. In the mere five years since then, something remarkable has happened: The zeitgeist has shifted.


We’re living through a moment when more and more people — ­citizen journalists, health advocates, doctors, parents, farmers, even teenagers on TikTok — are pulling back the curtain themselves. They’re translating the science, connecting the dots, and exposing the corruption that’s been hiding in plain sight.

And yet, the crisis has only deepened. Chronic disease continues to skyrocket. Mental health is deteriorating. Our kids are sicker, our soil is more depleted, and our food — what we still call food — is more ultraprocessed, more toxic, and more detached from nourishment than ever before.

That’s why this updated edition is so impor­tant. The urgency is greater. The public is more awake. And the stakes couldn’t be higher.

In this updated edition, I’m exposing how our food system has been captured by corporate power and regulatory failure — and what we can actually do about it. You’ll see how food lies at the root of our most pressing issues — chronic disease, mental illness, environmental collapse, economic instability — and meet the villains profiting from this mess, as well as the heroes leading the fight to fix it.

This is more than just a book. It’s a road map to reclaiming our food, our health, and our future. Are you ready to see the truth?

Spoiler alert: Fixing our food system might just save the world.

The High Cost of Chronic Disease

Imagine a world where we could reverse the chronic disease epidemic, heal the environment, slow climate change, end poverty and social injustice, reform politics, and revive economies worldwide — all by changing what we eat. It sounds radical, but the truth is, our food system is at the root of nearly every crisis we face.

The way we grow food, the way we process it, and what we end up eating (or not eating) doesn’t just impact our waistlines — it’s shaping the future of our health, our communities, our planet, and the global economy. And right now, we are headed in the wrong direction.

Chronic disease, including heart disease, diabetes, and cancer — largely driven by our modern diet — kills more than 43 million people every year,1 accounting for close to 75 percent of all deaths worldwide.2 That’s more than twice the number of deaths caused by infectious diseases.

And the numbers keep getting worse. When I published the original version of this book in 2020, roughly 2 billion people were overweight, while 800 million went to bed hungry. Fast-forward just five years, and the problem has only intensified — today, more than 2.5 billion people are overweight or obese, while roughly 800 million are undernourished (due to either abject starvation or malnourishment resulting from inadequate dietary nutrition).3

And here in the United States? One in two Americans and one in four teenagers now have pre-diabetes or type 2 diabetes by conventional criteria — a condition that doesn’t just shorten life expectancy but serves as a catalyst for nearly every other debilitating disease we’re facing. Worse, 93.2 percent of Americans are metabolically unhealthy, ­suffering from high blood pressure, high blood sugar, or abnormal cholesterol, are overweight, or have had a heart attack or stroke. What does “metabolically unhealthy” mean? It is the equivalent of ­pre-pre-­diabetes but still has all the risks of pre-diabetes or type 2 diabetes, including heart disease, cancer, dementia, infertility, and mental illness.

The imperative to transform our food system is not just medical, moral, or environmental, but economic as well. Chronic disease is now the single biggest threat to global economic development, estimated to siphon $129 trillion from the American economy alone in the next 35 years ($3.7 trillion per year today,4 multiplied by 35 years). And the worst part is that 40 percent of our current direct health care costs in America, almost $5 trillion, is paid for by the government, funded by you, the taxpayer (through direct and indirect costs like Medicare, Medicaid, Veterans Affairs, Department of Defense, the Children’s Health Insurance Program [CHIP], Indian Health Service, etc.). It accounts for one in three dollars of the federal budget and rising fast.

These high costs of chronic disease threaten our national security as well. As of 2024, at least 71 percent of young Americans aged seventeen to twenty-four were ineligible for military service without a waiver5 because of poor health, and even those who do qualify are often battling obesity (defined as a body mass index above 30). Obesity-related health issues also lead to significant financial costs for the military, with the Department of Defense spending approximately $1.5 billion annually on obesity-related health care expenses.6 In fact, allegedly in 2021, 72 percent of military evacuations were for chronic health issues caused by obesity, not combat injuries. Our country’s strength, future, and, quite literally, safety are being undermined by what’s on our plates. It’s time to face the truth: Our food system isn’t just broken — it’s betraying us.

Commercial Determinants of Health

In 2005, the World Health Organization (WHO) convened a landmark summit in Thailand, producing The Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion in a Globalized World7 — a bold acknowledgment that globalization, corporate interests, and aggressive commercial practices aren’t just shaping economies, they’re shaping public health.

From that summit emerged a chilling term: commercial determinants of health (CDoH) — a polite way of codifying how private industries are profiting from making us sick.8 The WHO now defines CDoH as “private sector activities that affect people’s health, directly or ­indirectly” — and surprise, surprise, it’s Big Tobacco, Big Alcohol, Big Food, and Big Ag leading the charge. Their products subvert public health and privatize profits while socializing the costs, which are paid by governments and their citizens globally.

These industries don’t just sell products — they manufacture demand for addiction and disease. Here are some examples of how they distort truth and create desire:

■	Aggressive marketing — especially targeting children, low-income communities, minorities, and even hospitals

■	Deep-pocketed lobbying — ensuring policies protect profits, not people

■	Predatory product design — engineering foods, drinks, and substances that keep consumers hooked (biologically addicted) and unwell


■	Using front groups that promulgate false “scientific” propaganda such as the American Council on Science and Health

■	Co-opting professional associations that are designed to represent public health interests, like the American Heart Association and the American Diabetes Association

■	Funding most of the “science” at academic centers, especially on nutrition

■	Donating to social groups like the NAACP and the Hispanic Federation, enabling them to control their public actions

Why do they do all this? To circle the wagons, close off attack vectors, control the scientific and public narrative, and publicize their disease-promoting, addictive products while undermining both the truth and public health.

The WHO is finally taking action, advocating for higher taxes (“vice taxes”), stricter advertising laws, and corporate accountability.9 But the reality is that all of this isn’t just about policy; it’s about power. For these industries, this is all existential. They will not roll over without a fight.

So, whatever you think of the WHO, one thing is clear: When a transnational institution starts calling out corporate interests, the problem is real. The WHO is now working to monitor and regulate the commercial forces driving the global health crisis — because public health shouldn’t be dictated by the industries that profit from disease.

Here’s how this game works: When money rules, public health loses. Our food system isn’t broken — it’s rigged. Decades of lobbying, political payoffs, and unchecked corporate influence have created a system where Big Food, Big Ag, and Big Pharma call the shots, while the rest of us pay the price in chronic disease, environmental destruction, and skyrocketing health care costs.

When industry lobbyists have free rein, we end up with a mess of conflicting, uncoordinated food policies that subsidize, protect, and enrich the food industry at the expense of public health, small farmers, and the environment. Corporations — not citizens — are placed at the center of decision-making, turning our food system into a race to the bottom. Science, public health, grassroots advocacy, and even school nutrition programs have all been hijacked — polluted by corporate-funded junk research and multimillion-dollar misinformation campaigns designed to keep us confused and compliant.
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And today just a handful of CEOs control nearly everything we eat. Over the last 40 years, what was once a diverse and competitive food industry has been consolidated into a handful of megacorporations. The result? A $15.7 trillion global food empire10 (agriculture, food processing and manufacturing, distribution, and retail) — accounting for 14.5 percent of the world’s entire economy — where a very few executives dictate what food is grown and how it’s processed, distributed, and sold.11 In fact, most of the “healthy” brands are also now owned by Big Food.

This isn’t just bad policy — it’s a corporate takeover of our food, our health, and our future. The question is: How long are we going to let them get away with it?

The Compromise: Our Children’s Future

Our children’s future is being sabotaged — one school lunch at a time. Instead of nourishing young minds, we’re feeding them a cocktail of processed junk and sugar, right in their own cafeterias. Half of all schools serve brand-name fast food, and 80 percent have direct contracts with soda companies, pushing sugary drinks on kids as if they were essential to education.12

And it gets worse — food companies are spending billions targeting children and minorities with the worst junk imaginable. They’re hooking them young, priming them for a lifetime of addiction to ultraprocessed, nutrient-dead “food” that fuels obesity, diabetes, metabolic disorders, cognitive dysfunction, and mental illness.

How can we expect kids to thrive academically, focus in class, or regulate their emotions when their brains are inflamed, running on toxic fuel? This sets entire generations up for failure — impacting learning, mood stability, and even brain development. Need proof ? Studies show that violent crime in prisons drops dramatically with something as simple as better nutrition or a daily multivitamin.13

But this isn’t just about health — it’s about justice. Poverty, inequality, and even violence are fueled by the devastation of our nutritionally bankrupt food system. We are setting kids up for failure before they even get a chance to succeed.

There is a solution though, a Food Fix. Across the globe there are governments, businesses, grassroots efforts, and individuals who are reimaging food from field to fork, creating solutions that address the challenges we face across the landscape of our food system. 

Dariush Mozaffarian, MD, the former dean of the Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts, and director of the Tufts Food Is Medicine Institute, shared his hope for what may seem like an overwhelming problem, highlighting that “waves of innovation and capital are now sweeping food and allied disciplines, from agriculture to processing to restaurants and retail, and in health care, personalization, mobile tech, and employee wellness. Catalyzing this multibillion-dollar revolution, and ensuring its rapid trajectory is evidence-based and mission-oriented,” he writes, “is an essential opportunity and challenge.”

As a doctor, it is increasingly clear to me that the health of our citizens, our society, and our planet depends on disruptive innovations that decentralize and democratize food production and consumption — innovations that produce real food at scale and that restore the health of the soil, water, air, and biodiversity of our planet. I cannot cure obesity and diabetes in my office; it is cured on the farm, in the grocery store, in the restaurant, in our kitchens, schools, workplaces, and faith-based communities.

This recognition has reinforced my excitement about the Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) movement. Its progress over the past twelve months, along with action by the moms of MAHA, has been one of the most encouraging revolutions I’ve seen in my lifetime. For the first time in my 40 years’ practicing medicine, I have seen the political zeitgeist shift to address the chronic health crisis and our food system head-on. I’m blown away.


Make America Healthy Again: A Movement Beyond Politics

Let’s get one thing out of the way — the MAHA movement has been politically co-opted. It’s been branded and wrapped in rhetoric that understandably does not sit well with everyone. Sometimes the radical grandstanding even irks me a bit. But illness is not red, blue, or purple. Your cells don’t have an ideology. Everyone is affected by this chronic disease epidemic and by our food system. It is a human problem, a shared suffering common to humanity.

The MAHA movement is the single most significant public health movement we’ve ever seen in this country. And if we’re serious about fixing our broken food system, we can’t afford to dismiss its merits based on political tribalism.

At its core, MAHA is about confronting the toxic grip that Big Food, Big Ag, and Big Pharma have on our health — and no matter which side of the aisle you’re on, the facts remain the same: Ultraprocessed foods filled with sugar, starch, and harmful additives are driving the nation’s chronic disease epidemic.14 Despite spending significantly more than any other country on health care expenditures,15 the United States leads the world in obesity, diabetes, metabolic dysfunction, and diet-related illnesses among developed nations.16 We are now ranked forty-ninth17 in life expectancy, coming in last among wealthy developed nations. Americans comprise 4 percent of the world’s population yet accounted for nearly 17 percent of COVID-19 deaths worldwide.18 Why? Americans are chronically ill and are pre-inflamed from eating our industrial diet, creating a perfect storm for the ravages of COVID-19. This is a crime given our advances in science, know-how, and an extraordinarily advanced health care system. And it’s all because we have a food system engineered for profit, not health.

MAHA is focused on dismantling the broken food system by tackling it from multiple angles. It pushes for regulatory reform, demanding stricter oversight on harmful food additives and deceptive marketing tactics that mislead consumers and that flood our food supply with empty starch and sugar calories — the very foods driving everything from obesity and type 2 diabetes to heart disease, cancer, dementia, and, to a large extent, our mental health crisis. It emphasizes public education and transparency, shining a light on how ultraprocessed foods (mostly because they are vehicles for massive amounts of starch and sugar) are fueling the country’s chronic disease epidemic. And it fights for policy changes that matter — from improving the nutritional quality of school meals and restricting junk food advertising aimed at children to getting sugar and ultraprocessed food full of harmful additives out of our food and reforming our biggest food program, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, commonly known as food stamps). SNAP peaked at a $125 billion a year program,19 of which 75 percent is spent on junk food, including 10 percent on soda.20 The goal is clear: to reclaim our health from corporate interests and build a food system that nourishes rather than harms.

And for the first time, health leaders and influencers across the spectrum are rallying behind this movement. Experts like my friends and peers Drs. Casey Means, Marty Makary, Chris van Tulleken, David Ludwig, Don Layman, Dariush Mozaffarian, and Mehmet Oz, among many others — all of whom have sounded the alarm on the dangers of ultraprocessed foods — are stepping up to support real policy change. Entrepreneurs and activists like Calley Means, Jillian Michaels, Vani Hari, Gary Brecka, and Jason Karp are acknowledging that the war on chronic disease starts with reclaiming our food system from corporate control. This isn’t just a policy push — it’s a cultural shift, and the momentum is undeniable.

As triggering as politics can be, I hope you can give me the benefit of the doubt when I say that this isn’t about Left vs. Right — it’s about life vs. disease, health vs. corporate greed. If we can’t set aside ideological differences to address the single biggest driver of our nation’s health crisis, then we’ve already lost. MAHA isn’t perfect, but it’s a start — and it’s the best shot we’ve ever had at reclaiming our food, our health, and our future.

For years, I have felt like I have been standing on a beach watching a tsunami approaching while everyone around me is sunbathing and playing in the water, oblivious to the implications of what is about to happen. And now, finally, after I and a few others have been sounding the alarm bell for decades, America is waking up to the disaster that is our food, agriculture, and health care system. More than 30 states are passing laws to ban harmful chemicals in food, stop the purchase of soda through SNAP, mandate nutrition education for physicians, and more. A presidential commission was tasked with reporting on the root causes of our chronic disease epidemic,21 especially how it affects our nation’s children, and created a historic analysis and road map to address the complex causes underlying our current health crisis and to provide a strategy to fix the root causes of our chronic disease epidemic through policy.

Our broken food system is the most urgent catastrophe of our times.

But here’s the good news: It’s also one with clear solutions. One that we have the power to fix.

Note to Reader: To access more resources, at the end of each chapter, look for a QR code. Simply scan the code with your smartphone camera or QR code reader app to instantly access additional resources curated for that chapter. These may include extended reading, key research studies, video content, action guides, tool kits, and ways to get involved. We created these digital supplements to help you go deeper, stay informed, and take meaningful action beyond the page.









Part I

Is Our Food System Bankrupting Our Health and Economy?

People are fed by the food industry, which pays no attention to health, and are healed by the health industry, which pays no attention to food.

— Wendell Berry

Before I assault your limbic system with shocking statistics, I want to read you in on the thesis of this book: There are solutions that can solve all the problems I describe here. I am calling it the Food Fix Action Guide, a complex set of related strategies for citizens, businesses, philanthropists, and governments to fix our food system that can occur on a global level. It will not be easy, but it is necessary for our survival as a species, for the economic and political stability of world governments, and for the health of the planet.

The Food Fix Action Guide has the potential to be an enormous driver of economic growth and innovation. Billions of dollars of investment are flooding into the food and agriculture sectors, creating new businesses, jobs, and national and global economic growth for innovations in farming, food manufacturing, retail, restaurants, health care, and wellness that improve the health of people and the planet. The side effects will be significant economic growth, jobs from entire new industries, and trillions in cost savings from addressing chronic disease, restoring ecosystems including soil, water, and biodiversity, and reversing climate change. The countries that get this right will not only help humans and the Earth but leap ahead in the twenty-first century in jobs and economic growth.

In the pages ahead, we will unpack how all these factors contribute to suffering and lack in the world. We will learn how we as citizens, businesses, philanthropists, and governments can begin to restore the health of our people, our communities, our economies, and the environment. There is a Jewish concept called tikkun olam, which roughly translates to “repair of the world.” That is what our work must be; it is the hope of this book.







Chapter 1

The Hidden Price Tag of Our Food

One hundred twenty-nine trillion dollars — $129,000,000,000,000 — is an almost unimaginable number. Yet, by extrapolating the current costs, this is an estimate by the Milken Institute of the burden to the American economy of chronic disease over the next 35 years in both direct health care costs and lost productivity and disability.1 To put it in perspective, that is more than four times the US gross domestic product of $29.18 trillion a year. According to the World Bank, in 2023, the entire world’s GDP was just $106 trillion.2

For that amount of money, here’s what we could do:

■	Erase the federal deficit

■	Provide free education

■	Provide free health care

■	Eradicate poverty

■	End food insecurity and hunger

■	Solve social injustice, income, and health disparities

■	End unemployment

■	Ensure our national security

■	Enhance our global economic competitiveness

■	Rebuild our infrastructure and transportation systems

■	Shift to renewable energy

■	Draw down carbon emissions and reverse climate change


■	Transform our industrial agricultural system, which is destructive to humans, animals, and the environment, into a sustainable, regenerative system that reverses climate change, preserves our freshwater resources, increases biodiversity, protects pollinators, and produces health-promoting whole foods

That $129 trillion is referring to the total cost of chronic illness in the United States over the next 35 years based on both direct health care costs and the loss of productivity due to heart disease, diabetes, cancer, mental illness, and other chronic conditions.3 Most of those diseases are caused by our industrial diet,4 which means they are overwhelmingly avoidable if we transform the food we grow, the food we produce, and the food we eat.

Clearly not all chronic disease will disappear, nor will all those who are chronically ill be able to go back to work. But if even a conservative fraction of that money, an estimated $15 trillion (about three years of our total federal tax collections),5 became available, it would provide crucial resources to solve our most critical problems.

These chronic diseases are not just the problem of the government or the individuals who suffer from them — your tax dollars are directly funding and causing disease. One hundred percent of Medicare and Medicaid spending comes from federal and state taxes, which means every taxpayer contributes to managing the escalating costs of chronic illnesses. Is this really how you want to be spending your hard-earned dollars?

In 2024, Medicare and Medicaid spending exceeded $2 trillion,6 with chronic diseases accounting for roughly 90 percent of these costs,7 translating to a massive (and growing!) taxpayer burden. In fact, of our almost $5 trillion in annual health care spending in the United States, the government foots nearly 40 percent of the bill.8 One out of every three dollars of the federal budget pays for health care, dollars that come directly from you, the American taxpayer.9

This strain is compounded by a soaring national debt, which breached $35 trillion in 2024 — a historic level that poses risks to both economic stability and national security. If we can effectively reduce the chronic disease burden through prevention and lifestyle interventions, the savings could significantly alleviate pressure on taxpayers, free up funds for other critical investments, and help stabilize our nation’s fiscal health (which matters a lot in this new multipolar world, in which many superpowers are vying for advantage). Addressing these diseases is not just a health care imperative — it’s a matter of national security and economic survival.

But I get it — the complexity of the problem prevents people from connecting the dots and taking action. Most of the true costs are not even recognized, limiting the motivation to change the system, but know this: Our food system is quite literally stealing from our children’s futures. We may have no choice but to pay attention.

The Costs of Chronic Disease

You may not be aware that at least 11 million people die every year from a bad diet,10 making our diet the number one killer globally. More than 2.5 billion adults and 390 million children and adolescents around the world are overweight and sick11 from eating our processed, industrialized diet, entirely devoid of the nutrition necessary to develop healthy bodies and brains.

In July 2024, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention shared a report on the health and economic costs of chronic conditions in America that details the staggering impact of chronic illness created by our current food system.12 It’s overwhelming, but between that report and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services data, here are just a few key facts:

■	As of 2023, chronic diseases and mental health conditions accounted for 90 percent of the nation’s $4.9 trillion in annual health care expenditures,13 or 17.6 percent of the US gross domestic product.

■	This means that approximately $4.41 trillion was spent on managing chronic and mental health conditions in 2024, which is about 15.2 percent of the GDP, about $29 trillion for that year.

■	This reflects a significant increase from just over two decades ago, in 2002, when direct health care costs were $1.6 trillion.14


■	Notably, the 2023 spending of $4.9 trillion marks a 7.5 percent increase from 2022.

■	The indirect costs, including just lost income, reduced productivity, and impact on caregivers, but not including the impact of our food system on the environment and the climate, totaled another $2.6 trillion.15

■	Most of the diseases driving the costs are related to obesity and poor diet: heart disease, abnormal cholesterol, osteoarthritis, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, stroke, cancer, Alzheimer’s, and kidney failure. It’s impor­tant to note that these costs do not include ­pre-­diabetes (which affects somewhere between one in two and one and three Americans and causes heart attacks, strokes, and dementia even if it never leads to full-blown type 2 diabetes).

■	The number of individuals aged fifty and older with at least one chronic disease is expected to rise from approximately 71.5 million in 2020 to 142.7 million by 2050, nearly doubling over three decades.16 Those aged fifty and older with multiple chronic conditions are projected to increase from about 7.8 million in 2020 to 15 million by 2050, a 91 percent increase. And that’s just for those over fifty. ­Population-wide, seven in ten Americans have a chronic ­disease — that’s nearly 200 million people.17

■	Seventy-three percent of US adults are either overweight or obese — that’s about 250 million Americans! Forty-ish percent are obese,18 tripling from 13.4 percent in 1962.19

Yes, I realize these are confronting stats.

If the burden of chronic disease will cost just the American economy $129 trillion over the next 35 years, and we extrapolate those costs globally, this becomes a truly existential threat.

Global (non-US) per capita health care costs are a mere one-tenth of that of the United States, yet the global obesity rates are lower. The United States has about 4 percent of the global population, so if we extrapolated the 70 percent overweight statistics to the world stage, it would affect roughly 5.7 billion people, costing the global economy  quadrillions of dollars. That’s a lot of zeros.




[image: Title of bar chart reads: Where Obesity Places The Biggest Burden On Healthcare: Average annual health expenditure per capita due to obesity from 2020 to 2050 in US dollars (purchasing power parity). The chart shows expenditure per capita and percentage of total health expenditure due to obesity of 12 countries.  Data from highest to lowest expenditure: - USA: $644.8 (14%) - Germany: $411.2 (11%) - Canada: $295.0 (11%) - Italy: $234.0 (9%) - Spain: $226.9 (10%) - Australia: $207.3 (9%) - UK: $188.5 (8%) - France: $148.2 (5%) - Russia: $101.9 (7%) - Brazil: $94.4 (9%) - China: $52.7 (8%) - India: $16.4 (6%).]






And while locally we see the Right and Left bickering over the costs of benefits, with Democrats arguing to create Medicare for All and Republicans insisting on reducing entitlements to bring down our more than $36 trillion national debt, as of mid-2025, both are missing the plot: Fix the reason why we have those costs in the first place. Stop the flow of sick people into the system and the harm to our environment by fixing the cause: our food system. Not addressing the root causes of these downstream chronic health issues and expecting the government to foot the bill is like mopping up the water from an overflowing tub while continuing to run the tap. Doesn’t it make more sense to just turn off the faucet?

Yet most of our government’s policies promote the growing, production, marketing, sale, and consumption of the worst diet on the planet, including billions in subsidies (known as crop insurance or other supports) for commodity crops turned into processed food and food for factory-farmed animals. Fifty-nine percent of our farmland is used to grow commodity crops (corn, wheat, soy) that get turned into ultraprocessed foods, which we know are deadly, and which make up about 60 percent of our diet and 67 percent of children’s diets!


In America, only 3 percent of our farmland is used to grow fruits and vegetables, despite the recommendation of the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) that more than 50 percent of our diet should be fruits and vegetables.20 The calculus just doesn’t add up. The government appears to be talking out of both sides of its mouth.

The Congressional Research Service estimates that as of 2025, 40 percent21 of our entire mandatory federal spending will be for health programs such as Medicare and Medicaid, much of this addressing entirely preventable lifestyle and chronic disease.22 Bill Haslam, the former governor of Tennessee, shared with me that one in three dollars of its state budget is spent on Medicaid. This does not account for all the federal programs covering health care, including the Department of Veterans Affairs, Department of Defense, Children’s Health Insurance Program, and Indian Health Service, among others.

All in all, our states and federal government combined cover roughly 48 percent of health care costs in America.23 The Government Accountability Office (GAO) has reported that federal spending for Medicare and Medicaid has grown by approximately 80 percent over the past decade,24 with projections indicating continued growth, possibly as high as $3.5 trillion in federal spending in the next decade. To put that in perspective, our entire federal individual income tax collections in 2024 were only $2.4 trillion; the total tax collections from all sources were $4.9 trillion.25 There will be almost nothing left for the government as a whole — for defense, education, transportation, or anything else. Neither cutting Medicare nor creating Medicare for All will solve this problem.

In the fall of 2024, in an attempt to explore solutions, Congressman Vern Buchanan, vice chair of the House Ways and Means Committee and chairman of the Health Subcommittee, organized a pivotal hearing titled Investing in a Healthier America. The session focused on the role of lifestyle and preventive medicine in combating chronic diseases and the escalating obesity epidemic that had, until then, been uncannily absent from public discourse. In it, I testified, along with four other industry experts, advocating for the recognition of the national emergency that is our current state of health.

I sat before Congress to tell the hard truth: America is sick because of what we eat — yet instead of reform our food system, we continue to spend $4.8 trillion a year on a broken health care system that treats symptoms instead of root causes. The American diet — 60 percent (67 percent for children) of which is comprised of ultraprocessed junk loaded with sugar, refined starch, additives, and chemicals and stripped of real nutrients — is the canary in the coal mine.26 These foods aren’t just bad for us; they are directly fueling obesity, type 2 ­diabetes, heart disease, and cancer. And this ultraprocessed junk is everywhere — nearly 80 percent of the food in grocery stores is ultraprocessed. This isn’t by accident. It’s a system designed for profit, not for health.

In my testimony, I made it clear: We need a radical shift. Our health care system is failing because it treats chronic disease with pills instead of prevention or lifestyle treatment interventions. Food is medicine, and it should be the foundation of our health care system. But right now, medical schools barely teach doctors anything about nutrition, so even our doctors don’t know how to address these problems.

I called on Congress to invest in nutrition education for doctors, integrate dietary counseling into standard medical practice, and push for policy changes that put real food back at the center of health care. My testimony was limited to the areas that the Ways and Means Committee oversees, namely, the government health care programs that are left to treat all the illness caused by food.

But my message was clear: This isn’t just a health issue. It’s an economic and national security crisis. If we don’t fix the way we eat, no amount of money, drugs, or medical interventions will stop the chronic disease epidemic.

We must take proactive steps to improve the health and well-being of our citizens, which includes promoting better nutrition and healthy lifestyles.


How to Fix Health Care: Beyond Cutting Entitlements or Medicare for All

During the 2013 World Economic Forum, I spoke at a prestigious gathering of the world’s health care leaders from government, the pharmaceutical industry, insurers, and health care systems. My talk followed a distinguished panel focused on fixing health care by better health information technology, improved care coordination, reduction of medical errors, improved efficiencies, and improved payment models — all necessary but not sufficient. The discussion was revealing to me in the way traditional health care and policymakers think about “improving” health administration. Akin to rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic, their ideas were no more than window dressing on a house whose foundation is crumbling.

I just couldn’t wrap my head around the logic behind their proposals: “Wouldn’t it make more sense to address the root causes of chronic disease that are driving the costs, rather than trying to clean up after the fact?,” I asked. The room of 300 people went silent. It was as if I had just revealed the meaning of life. Afterward, the panel moderator, the dean of Columbia University’s School of Public Health, told me how profound this insight was and how all the health leaders were talking about it after. Really? I was shocked. This is so obvious, yet apparently none of these esteemed experts had thought of it.

That year, the World Economic Forum declared chronic disease to be the single biggest threat to global economic development,27 a trend reflected in the fact that General Motors spends more on health care than on steel,28 and Starbucks spends more on health care than on coffee beans.29

According to the World Obesity Federation 2023 report,30 by 2035, the global economic impact of overweight and obesity is projected to hit a staggering $4.32 trillion per year (not including all the chronic diseases it causes, including heart disease, cancer, type 2 diabetes, dementia, depression, and more), which is roughly equivalent to the global impact from smoking, armed violence, war, and terrorism combined. That’s about 4 percent of global GDP, almost on par with the economic toll of COVID-19 in 2020. Additionally, that same report estimated that close to $370 billion a year of this burden will be shouldered by low- and middle-income countries alone.

If we don’t take serious action to improve prevention, treatment, and support, more than half the global population could be struggling with excess weight in just a decade. In addition to the direct costs of treating obesity and its related chronic diseases, the McKinsey Global Institute reports that obesity accounts for $2 trillion in lost annual economic productivity.31 Any way you slice it, the costs of obesity and chronic disease are literally weighing down the world.

Further complicating the implication of these illnesses on the global stage, lifestyle diseases like obesity and type 2 diabetes, once considered diseases of affluence, have now been exported to the lowest-income nations worldwide. Indeed, roughly 80 percent of obesity and chronic disease now exists in the developing world, in low- and middle-income countries.32 They face what the WHO classifies as the “double burden of malnutrition”33 — the simultaneous presence of undernutrition and overnutrition in the same population — and are completely unprepared for this epidemic. You might be surprised to know that obesity, food insecurity, and malnutrition occur at the same time, in the same people. We are overfed, but undernourished. There is little health care infrastructure, few doctors and nurses to treat these problems, and even less money.

What kicked off this trend? It was the hope and promise of the then well-intentioned Green Revolution — a 1960s movement originally intended to combat hunger by transforming global agriculture through the introduction of high-yield crop varieties, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, mechanization, and advanced irrigation techniques. While successful in achieving calorie security, it saw some dramatic unexpected consequences. It certainly did succeed in its use of agricultural technology to create abundant cheap food to feed the world. But the emphasis on staple crops like wheat, rice, and corn reduced the cultivation of nutrient-rich traditional crops, contributing to hidden hunger and micronutrient deficiencies. The reliance on chemical inputs like fertilizers and pesticides has resulted in polluted ecosystems and exposed farmers to health risks, while intensive farming practices have simultaneously degraded soil and water resources. Illustratively, India is projected to have only twenty-five harvests left because of soil depletion caused by ideas like the Green Revolution. Mechanization and monocultures widened social inequalities, displaced small farmers, and reduced agricultural biodiversity. Poignantly, suicides are not only the leading cause of death for farmers in the developing world, but also the leading cause of death for farmers in the United States. Over time, this shift not only contributed to chronic diseases linked to poor diets but also created long-term sustainability challenges, from climate impacts and pollinator depletion to water scarcity.

This allegedly “cheap” food has ironically turned out to be very, very expensive.

And while chronic disease is costly (and kills millions), it is only a small part of the total cost driven by our food system. Below, we explore some of the costs.

The Invisible Costs of Our Food System

All of us pay the invisible costs. We pay for them indirectly through the loss of our social capital (human happiness, health, productivity, etc.), our natural capital (health of our soil, air, water, climate, oceans, biodiversity, etc.), our economic capital (our ability to address economic disparities and social, environmental, educational, and health care problems), threats to national security, and more. According to the 2021 Rockefeller Foundation report True Cost of Food, for every one dollar we spend on food directly, there are three dollars in costs for collateral damage to our social, natural, and economic capital.34

You know who the true costs are not paid by? The food system that generates said costs. This is why the companies profiting from them are so hell-bent on maintaining the status quo. If they had to compensate the public for their “externalities” — a euphemism for the entirely predictable second- and third-order consequences — we would be seeing a drastically different economic and health landscape. As concerned citizens, we must demand a true accounting for this cascade of unintended (and in some cases intended) consequences of our food system, including environmental degradation through the depletion of fresh water, forests, and soil, damage to our oceans, loss of biodiversity, pollution, and chronic disease and its economic burden.

Shifting our thinking from seeing health care, disease, social justice, poverty, environment, climate, education, economics, and national security as separate problems, to reflecting on the interdependencies and the systems nature of this problem — in other words, connecting the dots — is critical to solving it. It will require collaboration and action by governments, businesses, nonprofits, and citizens to solve. But the first step is to understand these connections.

Accounting for Sustainability and Consequences of Our Food System

The true cost of food is not on the price tag. If the true cost of food were built into the price we pay, or if Big Ag and Big Food had to pay for the harm caused by the food they produce — the pollution, the loss of biodiversity, the loss of soil and cropland, the depletion of our water resources, chronic disease, the loss of intellectual capital from harm to our children’s brains from ultraprocessed food, environmental toxins, farmworker and food worker injustices, the threat to national security and other damaging outcomes — then your grass-fed steak and organic, regeneratively grown produce would be much cheaper than the industrial food we’ve become accustomed to.

Sometimes it takes litigation to hold these companies accountable for the true costs.

For example, over a 30-year period General Electric dumped 1.3 million pounds of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) into the Hudson River.35 Eventually the company was held to account. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., then the chief prosecuting attorney for Riverkeeper36 (an environmental nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting the Hudson River), and his colleagues forced General Electric to undertake a historic cleanup costing more than $1.7 billion.37 More recently, in June 2023, industrial manufacturer 3M (which makes everyday household staples like Scotch tape) agreed to a $10.3 billion settlement to resolve claims that it contaminated public drinking water systems across the United States with per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), known as the infamous “forever chemicals,” which have been linked to a smorgasbord of health issues, including many forms of cancer.38

Also in June 2023,39 DuPont, along with its spinoff companies Chemours and Corteva, agreed to establish a $1.185 billion40 fund to address allegations of PFAS contamination in numerous US drinking water systems. This settlement aims to compensate affected public water systems and support efforts to remediate PFAS pollution, coming on the heels of the major wins in 200441 and 201742 against the same company for its known use of perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), colloquially known as Teflon. These class action suits won $343 million and $671 million, respectively, after confirming a “probable link” between PFOA exposure and several life-threatening diseases, all of which were known by the company’s leadership and concealed from the American public for more than 50 years.43

My point: All of the costs of the food industry need to be quantified. To quote the phrase often attributed to legendary management expert Peter Drucker, “What gets measured gets managed.”

A movement is now under way to truly account for the real costs — to humans, to the environment, and to economies — of our current industrial food system. It is called true cost accounting. Some costs are easy to measure, like direct health care costs. Some are harder to measure, due to the amorphous and complex nature of large systems. But many groups are working hard to assess all these factors and map out an honest view of the consequences of how we grow food, what we grow, and how it affects those who grow it and eat it, as well as the impact on governments and economies. Changes in our food policy to account for this cost, leveraging both taxes and incentives, can have a profound impact on improving the overall health of humanity and the planet. If we think about it from this perspective, why should junk-food companies get a tax deduction for marketing food known to cause obesity and chronic disease?

The True Cost of Your Food: More Unintended Consequences

By now you might be getting the picture, recognizing all the additional costs of our food system — the ones you don’t pay at the grocery store or restaurant. But what if the real cost of food and our food system was actually built into the price? What if farmers who provide ecosystem services (building soil, improving water use and biodiversity) were paid for those services, while Big Ag companies — seed, chemical, and fertilizer companies that destroy ecosystems (depleting organic matter in the soil, overusing and polluting freshwater resources, destroying biodiversity such as pollinator species, and contributing to climate change) — were charged for their impact on ecosystem destruction? Maybe the factory-farmed burger should cost $1,000 a pound. Maybe the can of soda should be $100. And maybe the cost of grass-fed steak should be only $3 a pound.

Here are some of the other costs hidden in your feedlot steak or burger (or pretty much any food grown our industrial agricultural system):44

■	Pesticide poisoning and related illnesses cost $1 billion a year.45

■	Other pesticide costs including death of birds and insect pollinators (bees and butterflies), loss of biodiversity, crop loss, and groundwater contamination are about $7 billion a year.46

■	Cleanup of manure from CAFOs (confined animal feeding operations) costs about $4 billion a year. There are millions of those animals, and they produce more than 300 million tons of manure a year, which is held in open pits or manure lagoons and contaminates land, water, and air.47 This cost doesn’t account for all the illnesses, like asthma, in nearby communities from aerosolized toxins caused by this pollution.

■	Declining property values around CAFOs are $26 billion a year,48 costing farmers their
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