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causes rapid loss of soil nutrients, which, in 
turn, leads to the harmful and costly use 
of chemical inputs, such as fertilizers and 
pesticides. Fertilizers are used to replenish 
the many lost nutrients, while pesticides are 
needed to combat the weeds and insect 
pests highly attracted to monoculture fields.

• Water pollution is frequent and costly 
due to fertilizer runoff that contaminates 
downstream drinking water supplies. To 
address the effects of water contamination 
in Chicago, designers Sarah Dunn and Martin 
Felsen of UrbanLab (http://www.urbanlab.
com) created the speculative project “Filter 
Island,” a low-energy constructed island 
that filters pollutants from the Chicago 
River waters.

• Irrigation costs occur when soil used to grow 
annual crops is left bare for a significant 
period of time. The soil ultimately develops 
poor drought resistance which requires 
increased irrigation.

• Lost biodiversity emerges from the lack of 
support that industrial farming provides for 
rich and diverse farm life. Consequently, the 
land suffers from shortages in ecosystem 
services (e.g. pollination) that are present 
on more diverse farming lands. Current 
projects like PhytoSUDOE (http://www.
phytosudoe.eu/en/) work to address this 
growing lack of biodiversity through natural 
remediation techniques.  

Socioeconomic Costs
• Decrease in mid-sized farms - The number 

of midsize farms continues to dwindle as 
industrial farming becomes more and more 
ubiquitous. The erasure of midsize farming 
causes economic harm to rural communities 
where farming is a principal source of 
income. There are many local organizations, 
such as Family Farm Defenders (http://
familyfarmers.org/), that advocate for the 
preservation and rights of smaller-sized 
farms and their owners.

This information references data from the Union of Concerned 
Scientists (UCS) (http://www.ucsusa.org/) and the Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (https://www.cdc.gov/narms/
faq.html)

Resources

Home to the world’s largest rooftop garden and 
leading the national push towards urban farming, 
Chicago is at the forefront of addressing some 
of the most important issues around industrial 
agriculture, land use, food and environmental 
justice, and sustainability. Below are a few 
examples of the groundbreaking ecological and 
social work happening in the city.
• Chicago Light Urban Farm (community 

urban farm on Chicago’s northwest side)
https://www.chicagolights.org/our-
programs/urban-farm

• Deep Time Chicago (organization)
deeptimechicago.org

• The Black Oaks Center for Sustainable 
Renewable Living (organization) www.
blackoakscenter.org/welcome.html 

• The Plant (food production space with 
public programs) plantchicago.org

• Environmentalist of Color (EOC) 
(interdisciplinary network based in 
Chicago) www.eocnetwork.org

• Growing Power (urban farm and training 
program) www.growingpower.org 

• Illinois Food and Water Watch 
(environmental advocacy organization)

 www.foodandwaterwatch.org/state/  
 illinois

• NeighborSpace (urban farm organization)
neighbor-space.org 

• PRAIRIE (Illinois prairie preservation 
project) bios.uic.edu/prairie

• Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum 
 www.naturemuseum.org
• Seeds InService (ecofeminist, socially-

engaged art organization) www.
seedsinservice.com 

• Southeast Environmental Task Force 
(environmental justice organization)

 setaskforce.org
• Spontaneous Vegetation (website for 

ecological artist Nance Klehm)
 spontaneousvegetation.net/ 
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Recent Statistics on U.S. Farming Industry

• According to the 2012 Census of Agriculture, 
just over 40% of all U.S. land was used 
for farming. Between 2007 and 2012, the 
number of total farms in the country 
steadily declined, while the average farm 
size increased.

• The 40% of all U.S. land used for farming 
in 2012 totaled  915 million acres. 2.1 million 
farms and ranches occupied that acreage.

The Census of Agriculture is administered every five years. For more 
information on the 2012 Census of Agriculture: https://www.agcensus.
usda.gov/ 

What practices are used in industrial 
agriculture?

• Monoculture is the practice of growing a 
single crop (e.g. corn, wheat, soybeans, 
cotton, and rice) over a large area of land, 
year after year. Monoculture is at the core 
of industrial food production. 

• Meat production, or intensive animal 
farming, takes place  at CAFOs 
(concentrated animal feeding operations). 
At these large-scale facilities, animals 
raised for meat have limited mobility and 
their diets are supplemented by antibiotics 
and hormones intended to maximize weight 
gain. 

What are the costs of industrial farming 
practices?

Health Costs 
• Toxicity - Pesticides, such as glyphosate 

(or trade name “Monsanto Roundup”) are 
commonly utilized in industrial farming 

practices. Pesticides can contaminate 
soil, water, and other vegetation, and 
can poison an array of other non-target 
organisms and plants. Currently research 
initiatives are underway to create all 
natural pesticides that would eradicate the 
potential harmful effects on the health of 
humans and the environment. For example, 
American mycologist Paul Stamets has 
been developing a pioneering all-natural, 
mushroom-based MycoPesticide.

• Antibiotic resistance is the ability of 
bacteria to resist the effects of an antibiotic. 
Specifically, this means that bacteria 
cannot be killed and/or have their growth 
impeded. In industrial farming antibiotics 
are used to reduce animal disease and 
bacterial infections, as well as encourage 
growth. Such usage has a considerable 
impact on human health. Though arguably 
any use of antibiotics can potentially lead to 
resistance, the level of antibiotic exposure 
that bacteria experience in industrial 
farming can influence the longevity and 
spread of resistant bacteria. The low dose 
antibiotics given to industrial farm animals 
harmfully exposes bacteria to these drugs 
for an extended period of time, bolstering 
the bacteria’s resistance. To prevent 
resistance, a responsible use of antibiotics 
is necessary. Many large national restaurant 
chains have started to adopt a mindful 
approach to using antibiotics in their food. 
Some companies, like Chipotle and A&W, 
have even opted to make the transition to 
hormone-free meat products.

Environmental Costs
• Soil depletion - Growing the same crop in 

the same location every year (monoculture) 

The artworks in The Earth Will Not Abide 
investigate the rapid transformations in land 
use, biological diversity, and social structures 
caused by industrial monocultures in the US, 
Brazil, Argentina, and China. With The Earth Will 
Not Abide, Gallery 400 seeks to create a space 
to envision how political ecology—the study 
of relationships between political, economic, 

and social factors in environmental issues 
and changes—can allow for the visualization, 
critique, and discovery of viable responses 
to these issues. Provided here are statistics, 
terminology, and resources to further explore 
the systems, practices, and issues around 
industrial agriculture, land use, environmental 
impacts, and sustainability.


