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Food fundamentally relates to the 
topic of sustainability, from production, 
processing, and transportation to 
purchasing and consumption. The 
interdisciplinary nature of the study of 
food is the foundation of the UT Austin 
Food Studies Project (FSP).

FSP is a two-year-old student 
organization that brings together 
students, faculty, staff, and local food 
leaders to explore the study of food from 
multiple disciplinary lenses. Our mission 
is to engage fellow students in food-
focused activities on and off campus 
and to create and support an academic 
program for food studies at UT.

We achieve this mission by acting on 
four main principles: Learn, Discuss, 
Create, and Eat.

First and foremost, we exist to support 
students interested in learning about 
food, as well as faculty on campus 
who are currently teaching courses on 
food and/or conducting food-related 
research. Because these students and 

faculty can be found across such a wide 
variety of disciplines, we have compiled 
a regularly updated list of all the food-
related courses at UT, including classes in 
fields ranging from nutrition, economics, 
and geography to cultural studies. This 
list, which we feature on our website, 
helps to illustrate the breadth of food 
studies and informs students of the 
many opportunities they have to learn 
about food on campus, both in and 
outside of their major.

FSP has worked closely with the 
Department of the Nutritional Sciences 
to connect multiple departments 
across the university with the goal 
of establishing a formal academic 
curriculum in the form of a certificate 
for food studies. This certificate will 
feature three areas: Nutrition and 
Health; Culture and History; and Politics, 
Economics, and Environment. With this 
certificate, food studies students will 
receive more structured institutional 
support. We are proud to say that the 
previously mentioned list of courses was 
instrumental in this newly proposed 
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“Food and Society Certificate,” which we 
hope will be launched in Fall 2014. 

 Discussion is another important 
component of our mission. When we first 
founded FSP, we created a discussion 
group called “Educated Eater” where we 
invite faculty, community leaders, and 
sometimes even fellow students to share 
their expertise and lead stimulating 
conversations with our members. This 
past semester our discussion topics 
included the Farm Bill, fair-trade coffee, 
the unique local food system in Cuba, 
and even the study of food consumption 
and human remains in the Greek and 
Roman periods.  During these biweekly 
Educated Eaters, we also hold “Food of 
the Week,” where a food is featured for 
our members to learn about its origin, 
cultural significance, and usage.

Create. We believe that food studies 
are important in higher education 
because they lead to more innovative 

and comprehensive solutions for our 
future food systems. We therefore 
encourage our members to apply their 
education and FSP experiences in order 
to create the change they wish to see 
in the food system. Our members have 
written senior theses on food, started a 
student-run microfarm on campus, and 
helped develop the first undergraduate 
certificate for food studies in the 
US! At the core of all these unique 
endeavors is our student blog, which 
allows our members to share their food 
experiences. With over 350 followers, 
the blog features reflections on the 
inspiring conversations during the 
Educated Eaters, memorable interactions 
from volunteering events, and family 
food stories. In essence, it is the virtual 
incarnation of what we set out to create.

Eat. Last but not least, we are hungry for 
not only knowledge but also food! We 
plan excursions to restaurants, farmers 
markets, and local farms. Through 

sharing the food space together, we are 
able connect with one another and the 
local food community and gain a further 
appreciation of the vibrant food scene in 
Austin.

So how does the work of FSP relate to 
sustainability or the specific theme of 
“Health, Social Equity, and Community” 
at the Symposium? By introducing the 
concepts of urban farms and “Farm to 
School/Table/Work Programs” to our 
members, they recognize the benefits 
of eating fresh and local produce. By 
arranging volunteering events at the 
soup kitchen, our members directly 
contribute to the safety net for hunger. 
By engaging our members in community 
events, they realize how they can 
apply their skills to reinforce existing 
efforts or create new, more sustainable 
approaches.

While FSP motivates students to work 
on sustainability issues by involving 

Figure 1.  Members of the Food Studies Project tabling at an event.
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them in food-focused activities from 
multiple dimensions, another student 
organization approaches sustainability 
from the perspective of food waste. That 
is the UT Food Recovery Network (FRN).

The Food Recovery Network goes to 
restaurants and picks up leftover food, 
which is then donated to food banks and 
women’s shelters.  The Austin Chapter of 
FRN was started in August of 2012, after 
its founding member saw on Facebook 
that a friend was donating leftover food 
from dormitories at Brown University.  
Since UT Austin was already composting 
leftover food from dorms on campus, 
the organization decided to contact 
local restaurants about the possibility of 
donating food.  

When approaching restaurants, it was 
critical to explain that the Federal 
Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food 
Donation Act protects food donors 
against liability, except for gross 
negligence or intentional misconduct.  

Once restaurants understood this, they 
were happy to get involved. The first 
restaurant that started donating food 
was Conscious Cravings, a vegetarian 
restaurant with a food cart on 21st 
street. The organization picks up leftover 
veggie wraps and donates them to the 
Micah 6 Food Pantry, which is located 
just a minute from campus.  

In total, FRN donated 151.4 pounds of 
food from Conscious Cravings, while at 
the same time expanded its operation 
to include other restaurants. In doing so, 
we discovered that a local organization, 
Keep Austin Fed, was also working to 
donate food from restaurants. Keep 
Austin Fed was working with Mandolas 
and Upper Crust Bakery, which both 
agreed to donate food every day.  
However, Keep Austin Fed did not 
have enough members to pick up and 
drop off food.  This proved to be a key 
opportunity for FRN, as we helped 
pick up food from both restaurants 
twice weekly for a year. In total, the 

organization collected 1510.8 pounds 
of bread and donated it to the Salvation 
Army, SafePlace, and the St. Louis Church 
food bank. Interestingly, many FRN 
members did not have cars, so we rode 
buses to pick up and drop of food. 

During this process, the organization 
began also working with O’s Café to 
collect food. O’s Cafe has 12 locations 
on UT Austin’s campus.  While they 
were willing to bring much of their food 
to one location for pick up, FRN also 
partnered with Texas Spirits, another 
student group at UT, to help with food 
pick up. We collected food from O’s Cafe 
every Friday at 3 PM for over a semester 
with trays and lids that were purchased 
with money from student government. 
We picked up 1302.9 pounds of 
sandwiches, salads, fruit, pastries, 
rice, fish, and other types of food and 
donated this food to the University 
United Methodist Church, which gives 
out food to the needy every Saturday 
morning. 

The Food Recovery Network has donated 
over 3200 pounds of food to food banks 
and women’s shelters. We look forward 
to continuing this movement during 
the upcoming school year and would 
like to expand our reach in getting more 
restaurants to donate food as well as 
look into the issue of food waste at UT 
Austin sporting events. 

The Food Studies Project and Food 
Recovery Network are both contributing 
to the conversation about food on UT 
Austin’s campus and within the broader 
Austin community.   Both organizations 
seek to deepen students’ education and 
awareness about food related issues and 
open up opportunity for students to 
think critically about the role of food in 
our lives.

Figure 2.  Members of the Food Recovery Network picking up food.
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