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Pesticides, a short-term aid for farmers, can often be harmful, undermining the long-term health of

agriculture, ecosystems, and people. The United States and other industrialized countries import

food from Costa Rica and other regions. To safeguard the public health, importers now regulate the

level and types of pesticides used in the exportersâ€™ food production, which creates â€œregulatory

riskâ€• for the export farmers. Although farmers respond to export regulations by trying to avoid

illegal pesticide residues, the food produced for their domestic market lacks similar regulation,

creating a double standard of pesticide use.Food Systems in an Unequal World examines the

agrochemical-dependent agriculture of Costa Rica and how its uneven regulation in export versus

domestic markets affects Costa Rican vegetable farmers. Examining pesticide-dependent vegetable

production within two food systems, the author shows that pesticide use is shaped by three main

forces: agrarian capitalism, the governance of food systems throughout the commodity chain, and

ecological dynamics driving local food production. Those processes produce unequal outcomes that

disadvantage less powerful producers who have more limited choices than larger farmers, who

usually have access to better growing environments and thereby can reduce pesticide use and

production costs. Â Despite the rise of alternative food networks, Galt says, persistent problems

remain in the conventional food system, including widespread and intensive pesticide use. Facing

domestic price squeezes, vegetable farmers in Costa Rica are more likely to supply the national

market with produce containing residues of highly toxic pesticides, while using less toxic pesticides

on exported vegetables. In seeking solutions, Galt argues for improved governance and research

into alternative pest control but emphasizes that the process must be rooted in farmersâ€™

economic well-being.
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â€œForms a part of and provides an important critical moment within a new wave of scholarship that

speaks to the rise of quality-defined nationalÂ and international markets.â€•â€”Tad Mutersbaugh,

University of Kentuckyâ€œUsing Costa Rican farmer surveys, archival data, and a political ecology

framework, Galt carefully teases out the relations between local agro-ecologies, multiple markets,

public policies, and pesticide use to provide a fine-grained perspective on these

paradoxes.â€•â€”Agriculture and Human Values â€œDiving into the large technical variability in

pesticides may lead to tedious reading, but Galt succeeds extraordinarily well in introducing the

reader to the material complexity of the issue, by explaining the technical aspects bit by bit without

distracting the reader from the larger story.â€•â€”AAG Review of Books Â â€œOffers an important

contribution to the political ecology approach as it shifts political ecologyâ€™s predominant focus on

subsistence agriculture to a more industrialized agriculture practiced by small-scale family

farmers.â€•â€”Economic Geography

Ryan E. Galt is an associate professor in the Department of Human Ecology at the University of

California, Davis, where he is also a Provost Fellow of the Agricultural Sustainability Institute.
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