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Dear Reader,

As the United States experiences a 
second Trump presidency, we again face 
questions about the role of public policy 
in a time of polarization, misinforma-
tion, and uncertainty. Recent shifts in 
federal immigration enforcement have 
revived an atmosphere of fear in undoc-
umented and international communi-
ties, including on our own campus. At 
the same time, the devastation in Sudan, 
Gaza, and beyond underscores the 
human cost when policy fails to protect 
human rights. Against this backdrop, the 
responsibility of public policy students 
and practitioners is clear: to defend 
truth, center humanity, and use analysis 
as an act of solidarity.

This edition of the Berkeley Public 
Policy Journal explores strategies for 
changemaking under challenging condi-
tions.

The article on local barriers to zoning 
reform in California directly informs 
strategies for how housing advocates 
can use their voice to help ameliorate 
the state’s housing crisis. Dunsker and 
Hunter highlight the importance of 
incrementalism, streamlined processes, 
and diverse coalitions as avenues to com-
bating the NIMBYism that has contrib-
uted to California’s current crisis. While 
zoning reform is just one small piece of 
the puzzle, Dunsker and Hunter argue 
that it can be a powerful tool to catalyze 
a larger movement towards more afford-
able housing for all.

Yau’s article analyzes Denmark’s 
approach to collecting data on crashes 
involving pedestrians and cyclists, 
identifying challenges that stem from 
an overreliance on police reports and 
the absence of unified injury classifica-
tion standards. These issues are further 
compounded by a failure of inter-agency 
cooperation between police, hospitals, 
and transportation authorities. The 
article’s recommendations focus on 
strengthening data governance through 
integrated universal injury scales and 
clear communication channels between 
state institutions.

Nowakowski identifies how insufficient 
school lunch seating times have detri-
mental effects on food waste, student 
health outcomes, and academic perfor-
mance. They propose a statewide pilot 
mandating a 30-minute standardized 
minimum time. This proposal is not 
simply about scheduling. It is about 
recognizing children’s right to nourish-
ment, rest, and participation in their 
school day as full human beings. In a 
period where large-scale policies feel 
abstract, this article shows how clarity in 
design and human-centered approaches 
can strengthen communities. Justice 
is not distant; it is embedded in the 
architecture of our institutions and the 
policies we create. 

Lestari’s article on Indonesia’s Rp 72 tril-
lion digital lending crisis turns attention 
to global economic precarity, analyzing 
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wages, inflation, and debt as potential 
indicators for inequality. The article pro-
poses a framework of reforms—capped 
interest rates, low-interest public loans, 
and disincentives against predatory 
fintech practices—emphasizing how 
inclusive financial policy can strengthen 
consumer protection. As governments 
worldwide, including our own, debate 
cutting back on public support, this 
piece reminds us that financial regu-
lation is not merely a fiscal matter but 
a moral one, shaping the choices and 
constraints of everyday life.

Our interview with Marion Nestle opens 
with her articulation of a clear vision 
of her personal mission and outlook 
for what food politics may look like 
under President Trump. We explore 
how the Make America Healthy Again 
movement may reshape the U.S. food 
system, potentially aligning with Nes-
tle’s long-standing advocacy for limiting 
corporate influence on food policy or 
failing to deliver on its promises due 
to rigid governance structures, regula-
tory capture, or competing priorities. 
The interview concludes with a reflec-
tion on the importance of community 
organizing, constructive dialogue, and 
clear articulations of our principles and 
values, tools that will serve us as we leave 
Goldman for careers across the policy 
and advocacy landscapes.

Taken together, these pieces ask how 
policy can reclaim integrity in an era 
defined by distortion. They remind us 
that facts are not enough; justice requires 
courage. Whether in designing food 
systems, defending data transparency, 
protecting borrowers, feeding students, 
or opening our cities, the work of policy 
is fundamentally moral.

As editors, we stand with our peers, 
colleagues, and communities, espe-
cially undocumented and international 
students, who continue to navigate fear, 
isolation, and uncertainty amid shift-
ing political winds. We offer this issue 
as both analysis and affirmation: that 
knowledge shared with honesty and 
empathy remains one of the most pow-
erful tools of resistance.

Sincerely,

Emma, Keanu, Max, Sanaaz, Simran, 
Sirena, and Veronica

Berkeley Public Policy Journal Editors-in-
Chief
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Abstract:
Despite being a world leader in active trans-
portation and policy innovation, Denmark’s 
nonfatal collision reporting suffers from 
common pitfalls: overreliance on police reports, 
lack of standardized injury classifications (like 
AIS/MAIS), and poor inter-agency coordina-
tion. This report analyzes the Danish state’s 

current mechanisms for recording nonfatal 
pedestrian and bicyclist injuries. Recommenda-
tions include integrating AIS/MAIS, encour-
aging self-reporting, and establishing clear 
police-hospital communication to improve 
data completeness and support targeted safety 
improvements.
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Executive summary

Denmark’s collision reporting policies 
remain a laggard compared to its outlier 
success in promoting multimodal transpor-
tation and policy innovation. As a coun-
try with one of the highest rates of active 
transportation usage in transportation 
modal share and a pioneer in implement-
ing pro-active transportation policies and 
infrastructure, Denmark should provide a 
valuable case study in providing information 
on best practice worldwide. However, in 
recording nonfatal crashes 
that involve active trans-
portation users, Den-
mark suffers from many 
of the same pitfalls that 
other nations experience, 
such as overreliance on 
police reports and lack of 
universal injury classifi-
cation standards. What 
recommendations can be 
developed for collecting 
nationally comparable data 
on non-fatal injuries sus-
tained by pedestrians and 
bicyclists that may or may not involve motor 
vehicles? This report analyzes the current 
mechanisms used by the Danish state and 
other relevant transportation institutions 
in recording non-fatal collision data, and 
identifies potential areas of improvement for 
the country’s existing policies. 

National context

Denmark’s active transportation mode share 
ranks among the highest among nations 
worldwide: the Danish National Travel 
Survey estimated that walking constitutes 
23.6 percent of journeys made, while bicy-
cling accounts for 13.7 percent.1 In cities 

like Copenhagen, the capital and largest 
city, active transportation counts for an even 
higher proportion in travel mode share: out 
of all trips to, from, and in Copenhagen, 30 
percent are made by walking and 26 percent 
by bicycling.2 

The prevalence of active transportation 
in travel within Denmark is no accident. 
Copenhagen represents the apogee of the 
Danish active transportation strategy, with 
the safety and comfort of cyclists and pedes-
trians being a priority. Interventions range 

from elaborate paths and 
bridges separated from 
other modes of traffic 
like the Inderhavnsbroen 
water crossing, to simpler 
implementations such as 
pulling back stop lines for 
cars at intersections with 
bike lanes.3 

The success of Denmark’s 
promotion of active trans-
portation inspired this 
report to analyze the coun-
try’s approach in managing 

a key metric of safety in the field: recording 
collision data. Among other countries seek-
ing to improve active transportation viabil-
ity, America struggles with undercounting 
crashes involving pedestrians and bicyclists, 
underreporting on nonfatal crashes in partic-
ular.4 Incomplete representations of collision 
data and geographic patterns complicate a 
planner’s task to identify dangerous locations 
and policies that create injury risks for active 
transportation users. Underreporting can 
result in underestimating or overestimating 
the effects of road safety countermeasures.5 
For example, the United States’ Depart-
ment of Transportation’s analysis of crash 

The goal is to analyze 
Denmark’s practices of 
data collection for colli-
sions to learn about po-
tential best practice, or see 
whether even an exemplar 
country in popularizing 
active transportation 
shares the same pitfalls. 
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data identified an exclusion of events that 
occurred on non-roadway spaces and those 
only involving bicycles and/or pedestrians.6 
This omission of pedestrian and bicyclists 
from datasets will only reinforce the car-ori-
ented street designs that put non-auto-
mobile road users at disproportionate risk 
of injury or death. When reducing traffic 
injuries and deaths will not only prevent 
unnatural deaths but also encourage mode 
shift to travel modes that are healthier for 
people and friendlier toward the environ-
ment, resolving underreporting of crashes 
becomes an even more important objective. 
The goal is to analyze Denmark’s practices of 
data collection for collisions to learn about 
potential best practice, or see whether even 
an exemplar country in popularizing active 
transportation shares the same pitfalls. 

Current policy

On the national level, the Danish Road 
Directorate is the main state entity respon-

sible for collecting all crash data into a 
nationwide database. Most data produced 
by the Road Directorate are only available 
in Danish. However, the Road Directorate 
forwards its data to Statistics Denmark, an 
organization under the Danish Interior and 
Housing ministry that creates statistics on 
Danish society. Statistics Denmark provides 
information on raw crash data and presents 
trend interpretations in English, which 
allows this report to inspect available crash 
statistics from a direct government source. 
The Directorate also provides its data to 
research institutions and other state agen-
cies, such as the International Transport 
Forum (ITF) and the Technical University 
of Denmark’s Transport Institute. While 
there are no known efforts to translate the 
entire dataset into English or another more 
widespread language, the data available in 
English remained sufficient for this paper’s 
scope. 

Figure 1: Data provided by the Danish Road Directorate to ITF.
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On the municipal level, most large cities 
such as Copenhagen make available data 
used by the government on the Open Data 
DK portal. This includes extensive count 
data for both automobile and bicycle/
pedestrian traffic, but lacks transportation 
crash-related statistics. The following analy-
sis thus focuses on observing and analyzing 
the national-level approach in Denmark on 
crash records.

ITF records: Overreliance on police data and 
lack of detail

Figure 1 presents the data provided by the 
Road Directorate to ITF. Crash data from 
the Directorate differentiates between fatal 
and non-fatal crashes, with limited deno-
tation on injury severity through recording 
instances of hospitalization. The dataset only 
shows the type of road user involved in fatal 
crashes; other categories such as age and 
road type of crash locations also suffer from 

Figure 2: Selection of pre-compiled crash data tables. It is also possible to customize a data table.10

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 3: De-
velopment in number of people killed or 
injured in road traffic accidents (Statistics 
Denmark, 2024).

Figure 3: Fatality and injury trends from 2003-2023 in Denmark from road traffic accidents.11
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the same limitation. This suggests the lack 
of more detailed data on nonfatal crashes 
collected by the Road Directorate.

The ITF report further provides disclaimers 
on the representativeness of the data pro-
vided to them by the Road Directorate:7

1.	 Denmark’s national patient register 
shows that the number of injury crashes 
is far higher than that recorded by police 
reports. However, the register does 
not include crucial information about 
crashes such as location and vehicle 
occupancy.

2.	 Police reports are the sole source of 
serious injury data in Road Directorate 
datasets. There is no way to link injury 
judgments made by police officers 
on-site to more professional hospital 
data. Denmark also fails to conform 
to Abbreviated Injury Scale (AIS) and 
Maximum Abbreviated Injury Scale 
(MAIS) standards, further complicating 
dataset reliability and consistency on 
injury crash records. However, the report 
does note that Danish hospitals are tran-
sitioning to using these standards. The 
transition parallels European Union-

wide initiatives to transition to a version 
of the MAIS scale, which transportation 
ministers from EU members approved 
in 2017.8

Statistics Denmark: Better granularity, but same 
issues persist

Statistics Denmark’s compiled crash datasets 
provide information on modes involved, 
casualty level, and the region where a crash 
occurred, among other sorting categories. 
The granularity of these search parame-
ters, such as the 12 different travel modes 
available for searching, reflect the compre-
hensiveness of the reports that the Road 
Directorate is able to collect.9

However, Statistics Denmark echoes ITF’s 
concerns over the completeness of data in 
the Road Directorate’s collection process. In 
its own study of patients treated in Danish 
casualty wards, the organization found that 
the total number of injuries recorded far sur-
passes the data reported to police; Statistics 
Denmark does note that coverage of crashes 
involving fatalities “is almost 100 percent” 
complete.12 These acknowledgements mean 
that Denmark, instead of being an exem-
plar in pioneering collision data collection, 

Figure 4: Example of Abbreviated Injury Scale.15

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 5: The Cirkelbroen 
bike/PED bridge in Copenhagen (self-taken, 2024).
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suffers from a host of similar issues that most 
countries also suffer from in this field.

Potential improvements: academic and 
policy recommendations

The Danish Road Directorate’s data cover-
age for nonfatal coverage and injury severity 
have three urgent points to address: lack of 
unified injury evaluation standards, underre-
porting of crashes, and lack of coordination 
between different data collecting institu-
tions. This report suggests three potential 
solutions that could address these problems:

1.	 �Integrating AIS/MAIS into injury evalu-
ation

As mentioned in the ITF 
report on Denmark, using 
AIS/MAIS standards in 
crash injury evaluations 
will streamline and stan-
dardize data collection 
between both police and 
hospital workers. AIS/
MAIS will not only make 
Denmark’s own datasets 
more efficient, but also 
help the country to better 
compare its statistics with the rest of the 
European Union, which is already pushing 
for wider adoption of these standards in con-
junction with the union’s own CARE data-
set.13 The report mentions that Denmark’s 
hospital system is already in the process of 
integrating AIS as part of its operational 
procedures, an effort that deserves praise.14

2.	 �Encouraging self-reporting and boosting 
confidence in data

Kaplan et al. conducted an empirical study 
based on survey and modeling data, finding 
that three factors played the greatest role in 
underreporting by cyclists: the belief that 
crash reporting is useless, concerns over 

social stigma for being involved in a crash, 
and the perception that relevant authorities 
are difficult to work with.16 Addressing these 
issues will require better publicization by 
the Danish police and hospital system of 
how the government utilizes crash data, such 
as in identifying collision hotspots on the 
traffic network. Making the paperwork that 
accompanies crash reporting less onerous 
will also help to encourage higher response 
rates to fill in data coverage holes. Providing 
simple, internet-accessible reporting tools 
could prove useful in helping to plug in this 
gap.17 Also of note is the heterogeneity in 
the likelihood of reporting with respect to 

the user and geographic 
context. People with more 
severe injuries, people 
under 18 years old, and 
females were among 
groups that were found to 
have higher reporting rates 
in Denmark.18 Target-
ing efforts to encourage 
reporting in groups that 
have lower response rates 
will also be important to 
improve representativeness 
of crash data and facilitate 

targeted improvements in equity of road 
safety.

3.	 �Establish clear communication channels 
between police and hospitals

Denmark is far from the only country to 
suffer from a lack of inter-agency coordina-
tion in crash data sharing, but this does not 
excuse its past inability to do so. Addressing 
this issue would improve data coverage in 
Denmark over the country’s current reliance 
on just police data for this purpose. Joining 
together data from both police and hospi-
tals brings several potential improvements 
to data quality by filling in information not 

A lack of interagency co-
operation in data collec-
tion, inconsistent injury 
evaluation standards, and 
general underreporting 
of crash data continue to 
plague Denmark’s efforts 
to improve active trans-
portation safety.
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recorded in police reports, such as riding 
speed or road conditions, as found in a study 
conducted in Denmark’s Aarhus munici-
pality.19 In conjunction with standardizing 
injury scale measurements, among other 
improvements, this will help Denmark’s 
planners and other relevant authorities to 
better identify vulnerable groups and net-
works for active transportation users than 
the current status quo.

Relying on other measures outside of crash data 
to target infrastructure improvements

Sole reliance on crash data poses risks of 
distorting research outcomes and affecting 
subsequent countermeasure deployments 
through creating selection bias, even in 
crashes that do get reported.20 Pioneer-
ing research made in Denmark suggests 
additional metrics and tools that can com-
plement crash data in helping to improve 
transportation safety in the country. Using 
infrastructure effects as a proxy to investigate 
crash frequency, as was done in research that 
found increases in bicycle traffic reduce crash 
rates in Copenhagen, can redirect valuable 
time and resources for research toward geo-
graphic areas with greater data deficiencies.21 
Matching crash data and their geographic 
coordinates in GIS to built environment 
factors such as the 6 D’s (Density, Diversity, 
Design, Destination, Distance, and Demand 
Management) and road characteristics will 
help studies in collision safety go beyond 
traditional crash frequency and injury 
severity models and help to improve targeted 
infrastructure or policy changes.22 The fact 
that Danish planners and scholars already 
explored the possibilities of using these 
approaches point toward the innovative 
thinking present in Denmark about improv-
ing active transportation conditions, despite 
the deficiencies in the datasets available to 
them.

Conclusion

Although Denmark persists as a pioneer 
for active transportation policies and infra-
structure, Denmark’s existing collision data 
collection practices face similar pitfalls as 
most other countries. A lack of interagency 
cooperation in data collection, inconsistent 
injury evaluation standards, and general 
underreporting of crash data continue to 
plague Denmark’s efforts to improve active 
transportation safety. In the context of the 
country’s strength in promoting active trans-
portation, Denmark’s deficient coverage over 
active transportation injuries and collisions 
in particular is especially disappointing. 
However, the Danish state acknowledges 
the flaws in their status quo, and are already 
engaging in fixes that aim to combat the 
identified policy weaknesses. The data that 
is available, such as those on fatality-induc-
ing collisions and the granularity of search 
filters available, also suggest that meticulous 
work has been done to capture as many 
socio-demographic details related to crashes 
as possible when able. Even for non-Danish 
researchers, there are plentiful opportunities 
to access the Danish Road Directorate and 
Statistics Denmark’s datasets. While Den-
mark deserves rightful criticism for being 
mired in the same pitfalls that confront most 
collision databases worldwide, its position 
as an exemplar in active transportation 
policy still endures–one that the country can 
further build on through improving the data 
systems that support such policies. 
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Abstract

Students across the United States, particularly 
schools in urban areas, often lack sufficient time 
to eat lunch, leading to poor nutrition, reduced 
focus, and food waste. This paper proposes a 
minimum of 30 minutes of seated lunch time 
per student, aligned with CDC recommen-

dations. Such a policy would promote equity, 
improve student health, and cut waste. Cal-
ifornia, with its size and leadership in school 
nutrition, is well-positioned to pilot and model 
this reform statewide.
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I. Introduction

Inadequate school lunch periods are a grow-
ing concern in the United States, with major 
implications for student health, academic 
performance, and equity. While initiatives 
such as the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act 
of 2010 improved meal quality, many sched-
ules have not kept pace.1 Students, especially 
in low-income urban schools, often report 
insufficient time to eat, leading to rushed 
meals, skipped lunches, or reliance on nutri-
ent-poor foods.6

Federal rules set a lunch window (10 a.m.– 
2 p.m.) but no seated-time minimum; lines 
and travel can consume 
half the period.2 As a result, 
actual seated eating time 
often falls below the CDC’s 
20-minute recommenda-
tion,3 with some students 
reporting as little as 7–10 
minutes.4 Compressed 
schedules reduce fruit, veg-
etable, and milk consump-
tion while encouraging 
faster, less nutritious choices.5

The equity stakes are high. Low-income 
students depend most on school meals, so 
rushed lunches worsen health and academic 
disparities.4 Short periods also increase 
waste: in Massachusetts schools, students 
with <20 minutes ate 13 percent less of 
their entrée, 12 percent less produce, and 10 
percent less milk compared with peers with 
≥25 minutes.6

Despite these harms, the National School 
Lunch Program only “encourages” sufficient 
time, leaving districts to set their own stan-
dards. Pressures from testing, limited space, 
and tight schedules often cut into lunch, 

even though well-fed students show better 
concentration and behavior.7 The absence of 
an enforceable federal policy is a critical gap. 
A mandated 30-minute lunch period, with 
at least 20 minutes seated, would ensure all 
students can benefit fully from the National 
School Lunch Program.

II. Issue summary

Problem definition

The length of school lunch periods varies 
considerably across the United States, with 
no national database systematically tracking 
average or median durations. Because federal 
regulations set no minimum for seated 

eating time, there is con-
sistent oversight.6 Reports 
from parents, adminis-
trators, and researchers 
consistently find that many 
students—especially in 
large, low-income or urban 
schools—receive less time 
to eat than recommended. 
These schools often serve 

high student populations with limited 
cafeteria capacity, forcing administrators to 
prioritize efficiency over adequate nutrition 
time.4

The consequences are wide-ranging. Short-
ened lunch periods reduce dietary intake, 
increase food waste, heighten stress, and 
impair academic performance. Students 
who rely on free or reduced-price meals are 
disproportionately affected, as rushed or 
skipped lunches compound existing barri-
ers to health and learning. Faced with short 
breaks, children often eat less, choose conve-
nience foods, or skip meals altogether. These 
patterns increase the risk of hunger, fatigue, 
and classroom disengagement. Over time, 

Ensuring sufficient seated 
lunch time is therefore 
not simply a scheduling 
issue—it is a matter of 
nutrition, public health, 
and educational equity.
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inadequate nutrition is linked to long-term 
cognitive effects and greater risk of chronic 
diseases such as obesity, diabetes, and cardio-
vascular problems.12

Beyond physical health, the stress of navi-
gating a rushed lunch environment under-
mines mental well-being, especially for 
younger students or those with disabilities 
and trauma histories. Afternoon fatigue and 
irritability are common, with some students 
exhibiting hyperactivity or behavioral chal-
lenges when they have not eaten enough.7

A visual comparison (Figure 1.1) illustrates 
this impact. According to USDA MyPlate, 
a balanced meal should include vegetables, 
fruits, protein, grains, and dairy in roughly 
equal proportions. When students have 
fewer than 20 minutes, however, up to 
25–40 percent of fruits and vegetables are 
left uneaten, while faster-to-eat items like 
protein and grains are more fully consumed.6

Ultimately, the absence of clear, enforce-
able standards undermines the goals of the 

National School Lunch Program. Ensuring 
sufficient seated lunch time is therefore not 
simply a scheduling issue—it is a matter of 
nutrition, public health, and educational 
equity.

Californian case study

California educates over six million K–12 
students, the largest public school popu-
lation in the nation, and has been a leader 
in nutrition policy, adopting universal 
free meals in 2022. Yet, like the rest of the 
country, the state does not collect data on 
lunch duration. The California Department 
of Education only requires meals be served 
between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m., with no mini-
mum seated time.

Reports show sharp disparities: in Los 
Angeles, students may wait 10–15 minutes 
in line, leaving fewer than 10 minutes to eat, 
while smaller districts with staggered sched-
ules provide closer to 25–30 minutes. Par-
ents and advocates have voiced frustration, 
but without a mandate or reporting system, 
there is little accountability.

Figure 1.1
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This lack of oversight makes California an 
ideal candidate for a pilot requiring at least 
30 minutes of seated time. With its size, 
diversity, and history of nutrition reforms, 
California could model how extended lunch 
periods improve nutrition, reduce waste, and 
promote equity.

III. Literature review

Extending lunch periods improves both 
student health and academic outcomes. 
Burg et al. (2021) found that longer seated 
times significantly increased consumption of 
fruits, vegetables, and milk,9 while Cohen et 
al. (2016) showed students with at least 25 
minutes ate 13 percent more entrées and 12 
percent more produce.6 Adequate time sup-
ports healthier diets, lowers risks of obesity 
and nutrient deficiencies, 
and is linked to improved 
concentration, attendance, 
and test performance.10 
Well-nourished students 
demonstrate stronger 
behavior and higher gradu-
ation rates, while poor diets 
are tied to delayed develop-
ment and reduced earnings. 
Sufficient lunch time is 
therefore both a health intervention and an 
economic investment.

Longer periods also reduce waste. Extending 
from 20 to 25 minutes cut food waste by 
13 percent.11 Students discard fewer fruits 
and vegetables, schools save on food and 
disposal costs, and emissions tied to landfills 
decline. Extended time also reduces reliance 
on Ready-to-Eat processed foods, shifting 
students toward fresher meals and lowering 
packaging waste.13

District reforms illustrate these benefits. 
Minneapolis Public Schools used staggered 
schedules to extend eating time without 
cutting instruction, leading to higher 

satisfaction, greater participation, and less 
waste.16 In California, 30-minute lunches—
especially in low-income districts—boosted 
free/reduced-price meal participation and 
reduced hunger-related nurse visits.8

Internationally, Finland and Japan provide 
30–40 minutes for balanced, communal 
meals, reporting higher intake, lower waste, 
and greater satisfaction than U.S. schools.14 
Both countries report lower obesity rates and 
stronger adherence to nutrition guidelines.

Taken together, U.S. evidence and interna-
tional practice show that extended lunch is 
not expendable time but an essential invest-
ment in health, sustainability, and equity.

IV. Policy alternatives

Below are outlined four 
policy alternatives with 
interventions in addressing 
the issues of shortening 
lunch seating times. 

Policy Alternative 1: 
Mandate a minimum of 30 
minutes for lunch periods, 
with at least 20 minutes of 
seated eating time

Amend NSLP regulations to require a 
30-minute lunch period with at least 20 
minutes seated. This aligns with CDC rec-
ommendations and would guarantee equity 
nationwide. States could choose implemen-
tation methods, but noncompliance would 
reduce reimbursement eligibility. While 
administrators may worry about schedules, 
research shows that better-nourished stu-
dents perform better academically, offsetting 
lost instructional time.

Policy Alternative 2: Require the U.S. 
Department of Education to collect and 
report lunch duration data annually

A mandated 30-minute 
lunch period, with at 
least 20 minutes seated, 
would ensure all students 
can benefit fully from the 
National School Lunch 
Program.
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Require the Department of Education, in 
collaboration with USDA, to collect and 
report lunch duration data through existing 
surveys. Schools would report total period 
length, seated time, and line wait time, dis-
aggregated by demographics. Though polit-
ically feasible, this option does not directly 
increase time for students; it provides trans-
parency and groundwork for future reforms.

Policy Alternative 3: Create a federal grant 
incentive program for schools that extend 
lunch periods

Offer grants to schools that voluntarily 
extend lunch to CDC standards. Funds 
could support additional staff, staggered 
schedules, or cafeteria upgrades. Priori-
tizing Title I schools would target low-in-
come students most in need. Flexible and 
bipartisan-friendly, this option encourages 
improvement but leaves participation 
uneven.

Policy Alternative 4: require states to set 
and monitor lunch time minimums in their 
education codes

Condition federal reimbursements on states 
setting their own lunch time minimums. 
States would incorporate standards into edu-
cation codes and monitor compliance. This 
decentralized model respects autonomy and 
allows for local innovation but risks produc-
ing uneven protections across states.

V. Stakeholder analysis

Addressing the issue of inadequate lunch 
periods involves multiple stakeholders, each 
with distinct interests, concerns, and levels 
of influence over the policy’s success. The 
table below summarizes key stakeholders, 
their positions, and potential challenges or 
contributions to policy implementation.

Understanding these varied perspectives can 
help tailor the proposed policy to address 

stakeholder concerns while maximizing its 
impact on student health and equity.

To compare these alternatives more system-
atically, the following Comparative Analysis 
Matrix (CAM) evaluates each option across 
key dimensions such as effectiveness, cost, 
political feasibility, equity impact, and stake-
holder power.

VI. Policy recommendation

Proposed solution

This paper recommends a standardized 
policy requiring all students to have at least 
30 minutes for lunch, with 20 minutes 
seated. This aligns with CDC guidelines 
and evidence showing benefits for nutrition, 
academic performance, and sustainability.

Why this solution is the strongest

A federal mandate directly addresses poor 
nutrition, underperformance, and waste by 
guaranteeing time to eat. Unlike alterna-
tives that depend on voluntary participa-
tion or state-by-state standards, a mandate 
ensures all students—regardless of district 
resources—receive equitable access. Data 
collection improves transparency but does 
not change conditions for students. Grants 
encourage some districts but leave gaps 
where capacity is lacking. State-set standards 
create accountability but risk a patchwork of 
protections. By contrast, a national baseline 
complements existing NSLP rules and pre-
vents disparities across states.

Although political feasibility may be lower, 
the key criterion is whether children can 
actually eat. On this dimension, the man-
date outperforms every other option. Equity, 
nutrition, and long-term educational success 
outweigh concerns about scheduling or 
logistics.
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Stakeholder 
Group Position Potential Concerns or  

Challenges
Role in Policy  

Implementation

Students
Strong support for longer 
lunch periods to reduce 
stress and improve focus.

Limited ability to advocate 
for policy changes directly.

Can provide testimonials 
and data on personal 
experiences.

Parents
Advocate for improved 
nutrition and well-being for 
their children.

Concerns about changes to 
school start or end times.

Can lobby school boards 
and education agencies 
for the policy.

Teachers

Mixed opinions: support 
for student benefits but 
concerns about impacts on 
instructional time.

Disruption to lesson plans 
and potential scheduling 
conflicts.

Key partners in adjusting 
daily schedules to accom-
modate longer lunch 
periods.

School  
Administrators

Generally cautious; bal-
ancing health benefits with 
logistical feasibility.

Limited budgets for addi-
tional staffing or infra-
structure.

Crucial for logistical 
planning and resource 
allocation.

Cafeteria Staff
Likely supportive of 
reducing waste but may face 
increased workloads.

Need for additional 
staffing during extended 
periods.

Can offer insights on 
optimizing food service 
to complement extended 
eating time.

State Education 
Agencies

Likely supportive due to 
alignment with public 
health goals.

Balancing mandates with 
existing resource con-
straints.

Responsible for develop-
ing guidelines and provid-
ing necessary funding.

Advocacy  
Organizations

Strong support for policies 
that address food insecurity 
and promote equity.

Limited influence over 
individual school districts.

Provide data, research, 
and community engage-
ment to build support.

Table 2.1

Policy  
Alternative

Addresses Seated 
Time Directly Cost Political  

Feasibility
Equity 
Impact Stakeholder Power

No  
Intervention Low Low Moderate Low

Moderate  
(district-level  
autonomy)

Federal man-
date High High Moderate High Strong federal & advo-

cacy group support

Federal data 
collection & 
reporting

Indirect (data 
only) Low High Moderate

Researchers &  
advocates gain  

leverage

Federal grant 
incentive 
program

Medium to High Medium High High Congress, local  
districts buy-in

State-set 
minimums Medium to High Medium Moderate High Governors/SEAs 

strong role

Table 2.2
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Potential for scaling

California offers an ideal testing ground: it 
serves over six million students across diverse 
districts and already leads in nutrition policy 
with universal free meals. A state-level pilot 
would generate data and stakeholder sup-
port, strengthen feasibility, and provide a 
model for national adoption. By proving 
benefits at scale, California can build the 
case for a uniform federal standard ensuring 
every child has adequate time to eat.

VII. Implementing

1.	Adjust school schedules 
Work with administrators to stagger lunch 
periods, extending seated time without 
reducing instructional hours or overburden-
ing facilities.

2.	Allocate funding strategically 
Use state and federal programs to hire staff, 
expand cafeterias, and provide training. 
Partnerships with advocacy groups can 
strengthen applications and build commu-
nity support.

3.	Engage stakeholders early and often 
Hold sessions with parents, teachers, and 
community leaders to explain benefits, 
gather input, and refine strategies for local 
needs.

4.	Launch pilot programs 
Test in varied districts to assess feasibility, 
identify best practices, and collect data on 
nutrition, participation, and waste.

5.	Monitor, evaluate, and scale 
Track outcomes on nutrition, academics, 
waste, and equity. Share results to build 
momentum for statewide and national 
adoption.

Addressing challenges

Strategic planning and phased implemen-
tation can address scheduling conflicts and 

increased staffing needs. For example, intro-
ducing the policy in stages allows schools to 
adapt gradually while building the necessary 
infrastructure and resources. Encouraging 
collaboration among stakeholders can fur-
ther mitigate resistance.

Potential benefits

This policy addresses the root causes of poor 
nutrition, academic underperformance, and 
school food waste. By ensuring a minimum 
of 30 minutes of seated eating time, the ini-
tiative supports better dietary habits, reduces 
waste, and promotes equity, particularly for 
students in low-income communities.

VII. Conclusion

Inadequate school lunch periods are a 
pressing issue with far-reaching implications 
for student health, academic success, and 
environmental sustainability. Establishing 
a minimum of 30 minutes of seated eating 
time is a simple yet impactful solution that 
addresses these challenges comprehensively. 
The California Department of Education 
Nutrition Services Division has the oppor-
tunity to lead on this issue by implementing 
a pilot program that could inspire similar 
policies nationwide. Ensuring adequate time 
for students to eat is a matter of nutrition, 
equity, and social justice.
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Abstract:

Iga Andita Lestari examines Indonesia’s surge 
in high-interest online loan disbursement 
between 2018 and 2024, finding that infla-
tion, stagnant wages, and unstable employment 
have driven lower-income and middle-income 
borrowers toward costly digital credit. To 

address this, Lestari proposes three policy inter-
ventions: disincentivizing predatory fintech 
lending, promoting low-interest public loan 
alternatives, and capping digital loan rates. 
Together, these measures aim to protect vulnera-
ble borrowers, enhance financial inclusion, and 
stabilize Indonesia’s consumer credit market.
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Executive summary 

This article addresses the significant rise in 
online loan disbursement in Indonesia from 
2018 to 2024, primarily driven by economic 
hardships such as stagnant wages, high 
inflation, and unstable employment. These 
factors have disproportionately affected 
lower- and middle-income groups, deepen-
ing their vulnerabilities. Financial technol-
ogy (fintech) lenders have exacerbated these 
conditions through predatory practices that 
target those least able to absorb high-interest 
debt. To mitigate this, the article proposes 
three key solutions: disincentivizing preda-
tory practices by digital lenders, promoting 
alternative low-interest loans, and capping 
interest rates on digital 
loans. These measures aim 
to reduce reliance on costly 
loans and foster financial 
stability for vulnerable 
populations.

Background

Between 2018 and 2024, 
loan disbursements in Indo-
nesia from online lending 
platforms with high interest 
rates increased drastically. The disbursements 
grew from IDR 22,666 million in 2018 to 
IDR 925,761 million in 2024,1 as depicted 
in Figure 1. This rapid growth suggests a 
rising dependence on fintech lending, with 
more consumers turning to high-interest 
platforms in the absence of affordable credit 
alternatives. This expansion in digital lend-
ing raises concerns about the proliferation of 
debt traps and broader financial instability. 

Researchers Hwang and Tellez, along with 
Kaffenberger and Chege, observe that digital 
credit loans are generally smaller in amount, 
shorter-term, more expensive, and have 

higher annualized interest rates compared 
to traditional consumer loans offered by 
conventional microfinance institutions.2,3 
This implies that while these loans provide 
access to credit, they are limited to small 
sums, must be repaid quickly, and rarely sup-
port life-changing investments.4 This trend 
raises an important question: why are these 
high-cost digital loans disproportionately 
targeted toward and taken up by lower- and 
middle-income groups?

Why does fintech easily target the lower 
and middle class? 

Anthropologist David Graeber’s assertion 
that “consumer debt is the lifeblood of our 

economy”5 reflects the 
reliance of many economies 
on consumer spending, 
which is often fueled by 
borrowing. In essence, the 
economy thrives when 
consumers have access to 
credit, which allows them 
to purchase goods and ser-
vices beyond their immedi-
ate financial capacity. This 
debt-fueled demand loop 

supports production and employment, but it 
creates long-term systemic risk. 

Valentin Schmid critiques this debt-fueled 
growth model, emphasizing the inherent risk 
in such a system.6 When individuals, espe-
cially those from vulnerable groups like the 
youth and low-income earners, are unable to 
repay their debts, the problem escalates into 
a broader economic concern. This is because 
modern financial systems, particularly in 
advanced economies, rely heavily on the 
extension and repayment of debt. Schmid’s 
criticism suggests that the fundamental flaw 
in the financial system lies in its overreliance 

The financial system 
effectively traps them in 
a cycle of dependency, 
leaving borrowers with 
little choice but to rely on 
continual borrowing to 
meet basic living needs.
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on debt as both a source of money creation 
and a driver of economic growth.

Ordinary people are the most affected, often 
left to at least pay the interest on their loans.7 
The financial system effectively traps them 
in a cycle of dependency, leaving borrowers 
with little choice but to rely on continual 
borrowing to meet basic living needs.

Economic growth indicators: labor, 
minimum wages, and inflation 

To fully understand the dynamics at play, 
it is important to consider the three key 
indicators often used to measure economic 
growth: (1) labor and job availability, (2) 
minimum wages, and (3) inflation. High 
job availability typically indicates a healthy 
economy, while declining job availability 
indicates economic distress. Strong mini-
mum wage policies enhance worker welfare, 
alleviate poverty, and promote more inclu-
sive economic growth. Moderate inflation 
can stimulate economic activity, but exces-
sive inflation undermines purchasing power.

 Labor and job availability

High levels of employment and job avail-
ability are crucial indicators of a healthy 
economy. When more jobs are available, 
individuals can find work, which leads to 
increased income and consumer spending. 
Conversely, declining job availability signals 
economic distress, where unemployment 
rises and demand falls. 

Minimum wages

Implementing strong minimum wage poli-
cies helps improve worker welfare by ensur-
ing a basic income for the lowest earners. 
Higher wages reduce poverty levels, increase 
consumer purchasing power, and stimulate 
demand, all of which contribute to broader 
economic growth and stability. 

Inflation

Moderate inflation is often seen as beneficial 
to economic growth, as it encourages spend-
ing and investment. However, when infla-
tion rises too quickly or becomes excessive, it 
erodes consumers’ purchasing power and can 
destabilize the economy. Thus, it is essential 
to properly manage inflation to sustain long-
term economic growth. 

Figure 1: Accumulated loan disbursement to borrowers (2018–2024). Data obtained from Otoritas Jasa 
Keuangan (OJK).16
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Coibion et al. demonstrate how labor avail-
ability, minimum wages, and inflation inter-
act to drive economic growth.8 The study 
found that increases in wages and higher job 
availability tend to boost economic activity, 
reinforcing the importance of maintaining 
balanced labor markets and inflation policies 
to sustain long-term growth. 

Regression analysis interpretation 

To analyze the underlying factors driving 
the surge in online loan disbursement, a 
regression analysis was conducted, focusing 
on employment, wages, and inflation as key 
predictors. 

Employment and loan disbursement: 

Slope: 0.0537 

Intercept: -6,731,187 

R-squared: 0.9886 

The analysis reveals a very strong positive 
relationship between job availability and 
loan disbursement. This finding indicates 
that employment alone does not necessarily 
correspond to reduced financial strain, as 
borrowing remains widespread even among 
the employed. This is supported by a recent 
empirical study that finds that many pegawai 
negeri sipil (PNS), or government employees, 
are trapped in debt cycles from online loans.9

Given this, it appears that other factors may 
influence the relationship between employ-
ment and borrowing. Thus, a second regres-
sion analysis was conducted examining the 
wage component. 

Wages and loan disbursement: 

Slope: 1.4509 

Intercept: -3,796,087 

R-squared: 0.6604 

There is a positive correlation between wage 
increases and loan disbursement, although 
the relationship is weaker than that observed 
with employment. This finding may indicate 
that rising wages alone are insufficient to 
meet financial demands, leading to contin-
ued reliance on borrowing. 

Observational evidence supports this, where 
many teachers, despite earning regular 
monthly salaries, report being unable to 
afford necessities and turning to online loans 
to bridge income gaps. One teacher shared 
in May 2024 that “the reason is because 
teachers have small salaries, but they still 
have to meet their living needs, such as their 
children’s needs and others.”10

The difficulties in meeting daily expenses 
and supporting children’s needs might be 
affected by the inflation rate that is increas-
ing the cost of essential goods and services. 
To assess this, a third regression was con-
ducted to look at the relationship between 
inflation rates and loan disbursements.

Inflation and loan disbursement: 

Slope: 0.0135 

Intercept: 10,265,384.06 

R-squared: 0.9517 

There is a strong positive relationship 
between inflation and loan disbursement, 
with an R-squared of 95.17 percent. The 
high R-squared value indicates that inflation 
explains a large portion of the variance in 
loan disbursements, meaning inflationary 
pressures are a major driver of increased bor-
rowing. This suggests that as inflation rises, 
loan disbursements increase. For every one 
percent increase in inflation, loan disburse-
ments are predicted to increase by 0.0135 
units. 
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Inflation causes lower- and middle-income 
classes to struggle in buying daily necessities 
such as staple foods and groceries, forcing 
them to borrow to make ends meet. Econo-
mist Wahyu Widodo noted that “the cause 
is the high inflation rate, particularly food 
inflation in recent years, the large number 
of layoffs due to pressure in the production 
sector, and these are important factors.”11 

This analysis demonstrates that the intersec-
tion of low wages and persistent inflation, 
even with high employment, is a strong 
driver of reliance on high-interest digital 
loans.

Policy alternatives to address reliance 
on online lending

The reliance of lower- and middle-income 
groups on online lending, as measured 
through key economic factors such as 
employment, wages, and inflation, high-
lights significant financial vulnerabilities 
within these groups. While the analysis 
shows that increases in loan disbursements 
correlate with factors like unemployment, 
stagnant wages, and rising inflation, these 
relationships indicate that borrowers are 
often driven to seek online loans as a last 
resort to meet their financial needs. Given 
these relationships, targeted policy interven-
tions are urgently needed.

The policy solutions I propose—disincen-
tivizing predatory loan practices, promoting 
alternative low-interest loans, and capping 
interest rates and fees on digital loans—are 
designed to directly address the root causes 
of this financial instability. By curbing 
exploitative fintech lending practices, offer-
ing affordable and accessible loan alterna-
tives, and limiting the financial burden of 
high-interest rates, these policies can provide 
needed financial relief to vulnerable groups, 
reducing their dependence on costly online 

loans and ensuring long-term economic 
stability. These solutions align with the 
economic pressures highlighted by employ-
ment, wages, and inflation, providing a more 
sustainable pathway to financial inclusion.

1. Disincentivize against predatory loan prac-
tices carried out by fintech companies through 
burdensome credit schemes

The concept of disincentivizing predatory 
loans involves implementing policies or reg-
ulations that make it less profitable or more 
difficult for fintech companies to engage in 
harmful lending practices. Predatory loans 
are typically characterized by high interest 
rates, hidden fees, and terms that exploit 
vulnerable borrowers, often trapping them 
in cycles of debt. Fintech companies, using 
innovative digital platforms, may be more 
prone to offering these types of loans due 
to minimal regulatory oversight in some 
markets. 

Disincentives include enhanced regulatory 
oversight, increased penalties for noncompli-
ance, and mandatory transparency require-
ments. These measures aim to reduce the 
prevalence of unfair lending practices while 
protecting consumers, particularly those 
in economically vulnerable positions, from 
financial exploitation. 

A study by Gabor & Brooks discusses the 
impact of fintech on lending practices and 
highlights the need for regulatory interven-
tions to prevent predatory lending.12 The 
authors argue that without proper oversight, 
fintech lenders can exacerbate financial 
inequalities by offering high-cost loans to 
the most vulnerable populations. 

2. Promote alternative low-interest loans 

Governments, in collaboration with central 
banks and financial institutions, can pro-
mote low-interest, accessible loan alterna-
tives for low- and middle-income borrowers. 
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These could include community-based 
microfinance, credit unions, or govern-
ment-backed loan schemes. Offering afford-
able loan products allows borrowers to avoid 
predatory lenders. This helps reduce the 
reliance on high-interest online loans that 
perpetuate financial hardship and provides 
borrowers with a safer way to access credit. 

In India, Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) 
and government-backed schemes provide 
affordable loans to underserved populations, 
promoting financial inclusion without heavy 
borrowing costs. India’s government-backed 
Micro Units Development and Refinance 
Agency (MUDRA), launched in 2015, has 
demonstrated the potential of this approach 
by providing affordable loans to borrowers, 
especially low- and middle-income borrow-
ers. The MUDRA Bank provides loans at 
low interest rates to MFIs and non-banking 
financial institutions, which then extend 
credit to small businesses and individu-
als who lack access to traditional banking 
services. This initiative has significantly 
increased financial inclusion, enabling 
low-income entrepreneurs to access credit 
at more affordable rates, thus reducing their 
reliance on predatory lenders and helping to 
alleviate financial hardship.

Moreover, Self-Help Groups in India, often 
supported by MFIs, have also played a 
critical role in providing low-interest loans 
to marginalized communities, particularly 
women in rural areas. These groups enable 
individuals to borrow small amounts at 
affordable rates while fostering communi-
ty-based support systems, ensuring higher 
loan repayment rates and promoting finan-
cial stability.13

3. Cap interest rates and fees on digital loans 

Governments can impose caps on the 
interest rates and fees that online lenders can 
charge. This ensures that borrowers are not 
burdened with high repayments that they 

cannot afford. Several European countries, 
including the United Kingdom, France 
and Germany, have strict caps on interest 
rates to prevent predatory lending practices. 
Research by Ferrari et al. found that the UK’s 
cap on high-cost short-term (HCST) loans 
resulted in a 50 percent contraction of the 
HCST credit market between the first half 
of the implementation year (2014–2015).14 
Though the revenue of the company that 
provides the HCST dropped significantly, 
there was little impact on the broader finan-
cial system of the United Kingdom.

The study also shows that after the cap, 
the group of people that applied for a loan 
but were declined were people that were 
unemployed, low-income, or too young. 
Figure 2 illustrates borrower responses after 
being declined loans. Among this group, 
40 percent of people reacted, and of the 
group, only three percent reported negative 
effects.15 Furthermore, only one percent 
reported cutting bills.

Figure 2: Reaction to the declined HCST credit 
facilities
Description: Figure 2 plots the answer to the follow-
ing survey question: When you were unable to get a 
payday loan on this occasion, what did you do?
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Conclusion 

The large rise in online loan disbursement, 
particularly among lower- and middle-in-
come groups, is driven by economic vulner-
abilities, including high inflation, stagnant 
wages, and unstable employment. The anal-
ysis shows that these groups are more likely 
to turn to high-interest digital loans to cover 
essential expenses, which only exacerbates 
their financial instability. These patterns 
reveal an urgent need for regulatory and 
structural interventions to safeguard vulner-
able borrowers. 

The proposed policy solutions—disincen-
tivizing predatory fintech lending practices, 
promoting alternative low-interest loans, 
and capping interest rates—target the 
root causes of this reliance on burdensome 
loans. By implementing these measures, the 
government can protect financially vulner-
able populations from exploitative lending, 
provide affordable credit alternatives, and 
foster sustainable financial inclusion. These 
policies not only reduce the risks associated 
with online lending but also help improve 
the overall economic resilience of lower- and 
middle-income groups, offering them a path 
toward financial stability.
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Abstract:

Municipal zoning has contributed to the hous-
ing crisis California faces today. This report 
discusses the barriers to reforming municipal 
zoning in California using interviews with 
current advocates and experts in the space. 

The authors find that a wide variety of strate-
gies may be effective to reduce barriers, includ-
ing advocating for incrementalism, building 
coalitions, and focusing on reducing costs to 
building new housing.
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Introduction

California’s hous-
ing crisis is best 
described as a 
myriad of inter-
secting crises, each 
impacting different 
communities in 
unique manners. 
The common thread 
across these indi-
vidual crises, from 
unsheltered home-
lessness to teacher 
shortages, is a lack 
of housing that people can afford in the 
places where they want to live. For decades, 
California has failed to build enough hous-
ing of all types to keep up with its growing 
population, leading to higher rents, more 
homelessness, lengthier commutes, and the 
displacement of communities. Since 2010, 
California has built fewer than 100,000 
new housing units per year, far short of the 
Newsom administration’s goal of 315,000 
units per year.1 Several barriers to housing 
production have contributed to the present 
shortage, including restrictive zoning desig-

nations, strict building codes, lengthy envi-
ronmental reviews, high hard costs for land, 
materials, and labor, and community oppo-
sition to new development, among others.

Increasing the housing supply alone will not 
solve every aspect of “the housing crisis,” 
but it is a necessary first step. California is 
especially lacking housing that is affordable 
for low-income residents, but producing 
housing of all types is necessary. Research on 
the impacts of market-rate development on 
neighborhood affordability is limited, but a 

meta-analysis from 
the UCLA Lewis 
Center suggests that 
the construction 
of new market rate 
developments is 
associated with a 
fall in nearby rent 
prices.2 This article 
focuses specifically 
on zoning reform 
as an attainable 
part of the solu-
tion to California’s 
housing crisis, one 
which can facilitate 
increased produc-

tion of all types of housing. It first offers a 
historical grounding before exploring poten-
tial mechanisms of, barriers to, and strate-
gies for implementing zoning reform. The 
content is informed by a series of qualitative 
interviews that took place between Novem-
ber and December 2024. 

A Brief History of Zoning

While this paper focuses on how zoning 
regulations can encourage increased hous-
ing production, the historical impetus for 

“Since 2010, California has built few-
er than 100,000 new housing units per 
year, far short of the Newsom adminis-
tration’s goal of 315,000 units per year. 
Several barriers to housing production 
have contributed to the present shortage, 
including restrictive zoning designations, 
strict building codes, lengthy environ-
mental reviews, high hard costs for land, 
materials, and labor, and community 
opposition to new development, among 
others”
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zoning was the opposite: in the early 20th 
century, zoning was used as a mechanism 
to prevent multi-family construction and 
enforce racial segregation in American cities.

The first instance of racially restrictive 
zoning came in 1910, when Baltimore 
implemented a zoning ordinance that delin-
eated separate neighborhoods for White and 
Black households.3 However, after a spate 
of Southern cities imitated Baltimore with 
their own race-based zoning regulations, 
the Supreme Court struck down Louisville’s 
ordinance in 1917 in Buchanan v. Warley 
on the grounds that racial zoning imposed 
an unfair burden on property owners by 
restricting their freedom to sell to whomever 
they pleased. Despite this decision, Atlanta 
and other Southern cities continued the 
practice of zoning as a means of racial exclu-
sion, using other levers that did not explic-
itly mention race.

Chief among these levers was the imple-
mentation of single family zoning (SFZ). 
SFZ expressly prohibited the construction 
of multi-unit buildings, which were more 
affordable and thus accessible to poorer 
families. Under this new zoning regime, 
middle-class residential districts could more 
easily exclude low-income residents. Nota-
bly, Berkeley was the first community to 
implement SFZ in its Elmwood neighbor-
hood in 1916, as the developer advocating 
for the restriction aimed to prevent a Black-
owned dance hall from moving into a block 
of homes he was attempting to sell.4

The principal reason zoning was able to 
perpetuate racial segregation following 
Buchanan v. Warley was due to the discrimi-
natory mortgage lending practices of federal 
programs like the Federal Housing Authority 
(FHA). While detached single family homes 
were similarly cost-prohibitive for poor 
white and Black families, white families were 

able to access mortgages because the FHA 
would insure the banks’ loans. Through the 
FHA’s de jure discrimination, SFZ became a 
policy lever to reinforce racial segregation in 
American cities.

One subject interviewed for this article 
posited that zoning has not been an effec-
tive means to increase housing production 
because it has historically been a “politics of 
no.” However, zoning regulation has experi-
enced a paradigm shift in the 21st century: 
now, zoning reforms are geared towards 
increasing density. Furthermore, inclusion-
ary zoning is a tool to promote cohabitation 
of different economic strata and create more 
equitable neighborhoods.

The Promise of Zoning

Zoning reform will not boost housing pro-
duction in isolation, but it is an important 
initial step to address barriers to construc-
tion. One interviewee shared that “nothing 
matters until you fix the zoning code,” 
noting that appropriate housing cannot 
be permitted, let alone built, until a parcel 
is properly zoned. As statewide land use 
reforms have been enacted in California in 
recent years, the same source explained that 
the relative importance of zoning as a barrier 
has waned leaving hard costs as the largest 
barrier to housing construction. However, 
changes to the zoning code can help new 
developments to pencil out: aspects of 
current zoning codes such as parking mini-
mums “reduce the margin of error on every 
other front,” adding costs on top of exorbi-
tant land prices and expensive construction 
materials.

It is important to focus on zoning reform 
because the legacies of exclusionary practices 
of the early 20th century still live on in the 
zoning regulations of many municipalities. 
When zoning codes prohibit the construc-
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tion of dense housing or make such develop-
ment less financially feasible, they continue 
the tradition of economic exclusion rooted 
in racism and exacerbate California’s hous-
ing crisis. Because restrictive zoning is the 
first barrier to housing construction, zoning 
reform is the first, and often most cost-ef-
fective, lever to allow more housing supply. 
More active interventions such as infrastruc-
ture investments or housing bonds have high 
costs, making zoning an easier first step for 
municipalities looking to increase housing 
supply.

Principal among the reforms working within 
the current paradigm is the elimination of 
restrictive single family zoning, or “wholesale 
density changes,” which allows parcels that 
are restricted to one unit to instead be able to 
contain several units by-right. The most vis-
ible example of a wholesale density change 
is the proliferation of accessory dwelling 
units (ADUs) throughout California over 
the last eight years. Senate Bill 9 (2022), the 
California Housing Opportunity and More 
Efficiency (HOME) Act, represents the next 
step in the expansion of wholesale density 
changes by allowing homeowners to subdi-
vide their lots and build up to four units on a 
single parcel.5 Similar to 1982 ADU legisla-
tion, the California HOME Act is an initial 
step; there are still issues to be resolved with 
permitting, varying regulations imposed by 
municipalities, and residency requirements. 
However, it represents progress by facilitat-
ing an up to four-fold increase in density on 
single family-zoned parcels.

Streamlining the permit approval process is 
another crucial element of zoning reform. 
One of the major areas of focus in this regard 
is shifting more zoning reviews to by-right 
approvals, thereby reducing the amount of 
time and uncertainty involved in the devel-
opment of new housing units. By-right 

approvals dovetail with implementing set 
approval timelines for different permits, 
which reduces barriers to housing produc-
tion for property owners and commercial 
developers alike. The faster approval time-
lines brought about by these adjustments 
accelerate construction timelines, reducing 
uncertainty and costs around new develop-
ments.

The third key zoning reform is the elimina-
tion of minimum parking requirements, par-
ticularly near public transportation. A city 
planner interviewed for this article stated 
that the elimination of minimum parking 
requirements was the single most effective 
zoning change to bolster new housing con-
struction in their city. Eliminating parking 
requirements is useful for developers because 
it lowers the hard cost of development, 
facilitating construction where it might have 
otherwise been cost-prohibitive. Addition-
ally, this zoning reform represents a shift 
away from a car-centric California culture, 
choosing to encourage public transit usage 
and thereby promoting greater environmen-
tal sustainability.

Historically, cities have had full control over 
their zoning codes, but this is changing. 
With some cities resistant to increasing den-
sity, the state is stepping in to solve the col-
lective action problem. In the past decade, 
state lawmakers have become increasingly 
willing to pass legislation that mandates 
zoning reforms, wrestling some aspects 
of zoning away from cities. This tension 
between statewide zoning reforms and local 
control will continue to play out as Califor-
nia struggles to solve its housing crisis. 
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Barriers and Strategies

The three main barriers to pro-density 
zoning reforms identified in the qualitative 
research were California’s regulatory envi-
ronment, political will at the community 
level, and municipal staff technical capacity 
and resources. While the regulatory environ-
ment, namely the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA), was partially reformed 
by the Legislature in 2025, the problems 
at the local level are still very pertinent. In 
addition to exploring the perspectives of 
our interviewees around political will and 
municipal staff, this section identifies a set 
of strategies for 
housing advocates 
to advance zoning 
reform at the local 
level.

Political Will

When asked about 
the principal barrier 
to implementing 
zoning reforms in 
cities in California, 
many interviewees 
agreed that political 
will was the top 
concern. Interviewees recalled their experi-
ences encountering opposition from com-
munity members, planning staff, or council 
members at different times. It is important 
to develop strategies to overcome the col-
lective action problem that stems from a 
regional issue needing to be addressed at 
the local level, increase awareness of zoning 
reforms, foster political demand for more 
housing, and align the priorities of the full 
community with those of the planning staff 
and city council.

Democratizing community engagement 
around general plan and zoning updates is 

essential to truly understanding community 
sentiments. Many interviewees mentioned 
that only those with the time to attend 
public forums have their voices heard. 
These individuals were likely to be civically 
engaged homeowners with a status quo bias, 
and their perspectives often differed from 
the community as a whole. As a result, city 
council meetings take the shape of a “vetoc-
racy,” with unanimously negative public 
comment for any proposed innovative 
zoning reform. One interviewee discussed 
the need for dissenting opinions in public 
comments, as they remove the perception 
of unanimous opposition to zoning reforms 

and create opportu-
nities for compro-
mise.

More in-depth 
community engage-
ment helps to 
differentiate NIM-
BY-based anti-den-
sity sentiment from 
legitimate concerns 
over gentrification, 
displacement or 
environmental 
degradation. In 
this regard, council 

members should learn from Minneapolis, 
where the city designed a unique commu-
nity engagement strategy for its general plan 
that focused on gathering perspectives from 
historically disenfranchised communities.6 
While this upset traditionally over-repre-
sented groups, it resulted in a general plan 
that better aligned with the values of the full 
community.

Another way to change public opinion 
around zoning is by building diverse coa-
litions of stakeholders with differing goals 
but common interests. Some of the zoning 

It is important to focus on zoning re-
form because the legacies of exclusionary 
practices of the early 20th century still 
live on in the zoning regulations of many 
municipalities. When zoning codes pro-
hibit the construction of dense housing or 
make such development less financially 
feasible, they continue the tradition of 
economic exclusion rooted in racism and 
exacerbate California’s housing crisis
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reforms mentioned earlier focus on moving 
away from a car-centric culture, opening 
the door for housing and environmental 
advocates to unite in support of eliminating 
parking minimums. Berkeley, which has a 
long history of opposition to dense housing, 
is a prime example of how diverse coalitions 
can shift the political landscape. Over time, 
housing advocates allied with environmen-
tal groups, formed connections inside city 
hall, and eventually pushed the city council 
to embrace zoning reforms that promoted 
density.

Incremental policy changes are less disrup-
tive to the status quo and can help alleviate 
fears of changing neighborhood character 
often associated with innovative zoning 
reforms. A planner from one city that found 
success eliminating parking minimums 
noted that initial community backlash was 
assuaged by implementing reforms in phases 
rather than all at once. Using small steps 
to gradually dispel the status quo biases of 
hesitant community and council members 
should be embraced by pro-housing advo-
cates, even if it seemingly results in a slower 
pace of change.

Finally, the state can use incentives or 
mandates to shift local priorities and pro-
vide political cover for city officials. One 
example is the California Prohousing 
Designation (CAPD), which provides 
exclusive funding and preferential access to 
non-housing funding sources for cities that 
meet a threshold of pro-housing measures.7 
One interviewee said that while the current 
iteration is too weak, a higher threshold 
and more preferential access to non-hous-
ing funds could push cities to adopt more 
innovative zoning reforms that they would 
otherwise not. Alternatively, the state is able 
to mandate zoning code changes through 
legislative action, such as with ADU reform. 

However, one interviewee shared that more 
moderate state legislators may be hesitant to 
fully embrace the state preemption of local 
control of zoning due to fears of political 
backlash.

Staff Technical Capacity and Resources

Advancing zoning reform in the ways laid 
out above requires substantial staff time, 
resources, and expertise. However, planning 
departments are already understaffed and 
are often asked to do too much. As one city 
planner said, “council may ask staff to do 
years of research and go back and forth ana-
lyzing a policy, so is the issue staff capacity or 
demands of staff?” Given the severe budget-
ary constraints facing many California cities, 
maintaining a large and skilled enough staff 
to both carry out the day-to-day operations 
of the planning department and engage in 
a thoughtful long-range planning process 
is a major challenge. This is particularly a 
problem for smaller cities throughout the 
state, who often have to hire outside con-
sultants to perform much of the minutiae 
of planning due to limited resources. There 
are wide-ranging consequences to planning 
departments being under resourced, such 
as longer timelines for issuing permits and 
project approvals, lack of cross-departmen-
tal and cross-jurisdiction coordination, and 
insufficient time available for community 
engagement. 

As the state has imposed its authority over 
land use decisions and passed more laws 
preempting local control in certain cases, it 
has created inconsistencies with local codes. 
Cities have a hard time keeping up, which 
eats up staff time and causes confusion for 
developers. For example, at the end of the 
annual legislative cycle, City of Berkeley 
planning staff devote a significant number of 
hours preparing a package of amendments 
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called the “State Law and Technical Edits” 
(SLATE) that includes all the changes to the 
zoning code required to come into compli-
ance with new state laws. 

Strategies for Housing Advocates

Embrace incrementalism

•	 ADU legislation was slowly developed 
between 1982 and 2016 before becom-
ing effective. Speak with supportive city 
councilmembers to understand where 
they can close loopholes in SB 9 to 
increase uptake and help create a state-
wide industry similar to what occurred 
after ADU reform.

•	 Work with lawmakers to bolster the 
California Prohousing Designation in 
order to make it a more effective tool for 
pushing cities to adopt zoning reforms.

•	 Incrementalism also helps at the com-
munity level to assuage political opposi-
tion to zoning reforms. Start small with 
potential zoning reforms and then push 
for more impactful policies once the 
effects of the initial policy are well-un-
derstood.

Advocate for solutions that streamline processes 
and reduce costs

•	 Reforms that set timelines, streamline 
processes, and reduce costs are all build-
er-friendly amendments to zoning codes 
that should be embraced by advocates.

•	 It is tempting to push for concessions 
from developers that will advance other 
important local priorities such as strict 
labor or environmental standards, but 
these concessions raise costs and can 
discourage housing construction. 

•	 For wholesale density changes to have 
a similar impact as the ADU reform, 
property owners and developers need 

to be provided certainty about what is 
allowable.

Build diverse coalitions

•	 Building broad coalitions has been 
shown to shift the political landscape 
by convincing elected officials to take 
on more pro-housing stances or electing 
new ones that will.

•	 Not all opponents of increased housing 
production are NIMBYs. Actively seek 
out opportunities to partner with ten-
ants’ rights and environmental advocates 
and identify specific policies that align 
with each group’s priorities.

•	 Educate your community about the 
potential benefits of zoning reform, meet 
people where they are, and be willing to 
engage honestly with those you see as 
opponents.

Attend public forums

•	 Simply showing up to city meetings 
about potential projects or zoning 
updates is the first, and perhaps most 
important action housing advocates can 
take.

•	 Several interviewees explained the polit-
ical importance to council members of 
there being vocal support for a project 
or policy. It is easy for them to make a 
contentious decision if there are at least 
a handful of voices aligned with their 
position.

Leverage your expertise

•	 Help local electeds and planning staff 
understand potential opportunities for 
funding and changes brought by state 
land use legislation. Interviewees across 
multiple cities mentioned looking to 
local organizations and advocates as 
sources of information, including one 
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example of a pro-housing advocate and 
artist who creates infographics explain-
ing the impact of various new statewide 
housing and land use policies that are 
frequently referenced in staff reports.

•	 This can be a powerful way to build 
long-term credibility as an advocacy 
organization, while also contributing to 
effective implementation of pro-housing 
legislation in the short-term.

Organize statewide

•	 Many of the barriers discussed in this 
report can be addressed at the state 
level and some even require a statewide 
response. Coordinate with other local 
housing advocates across the state and 
build relationships with the offices of 
your state representatives in order to 
advance legislation that incentivizes or 
mandates municipal zoning reforms.

Endnotes
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your housing costs are so high in 2024
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4.	 Baldassari & Solomon, The racist history of 
single-family home zoning
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Berkeley Public Policy Journal (BPPJ): You’ve dedi-
cated your career to educating the public by documenting 
the complexities of the food system and the relationships 
between the food industry and politics. If you could sum it 
up, what is your goal with your teaching and writing? 

Marion Nestle (MN): Clarity. I’ll put it in one word: clarity. 
What impressed me so much about nutrition teaching and 
nutrition research was how obfuscated it was. People were 
not saying things very clearly. And so I’ve always strived to 
be crystal clear and extremely well documented in anything 
that I say. 

And I had something that I want to point out that other 
people didn’t seem to be saying, which was that food com-
panies are not social service agencies. They’re businesses with 
stockholders to please, and eating less is very bad for busi-
ness. And that explains a lot about the food environment. 

BPPJ: We are moving into a new political climate, and it’s 
too soon to say exactly what actions will be taken, but what 
leading indicators are you looking at to suggest the direction 
that national food politics are headed in the U.S. under this 
new administration? 

MN: I’m very excited by the Make America Healthy Again 
(MAHA) movement. I think its heart is in the right place. 
It is certainly identifying the problems in a way that I have 
never seen identified at a federal level before. Much of 
[MAHA] focused on 75 percent of American adults being 
overweight or obese, and the consequences of that. That to 
me is absolutely thrilling. With that said, what the MAHA 
movement is actually going to do remains to be seen. So 
far, we know that it’s very interested in getting color addi-
tives out of the food supply. Let me be very clear about this. 
I’m in favor of getting artificial additives out of the food 
supply. I just don’t think it’s the most important issue. And 
I don’t think it’s an issue that’s going to address obesity and 
chronic disease. The second thing that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. 
(RFK Jr.) has said he wants to do is clean up the Generally 
Recognized As Safe (GRAS) loophole, which allows food 
companies to self-declare which additives are safe. Again, 
I’m absolutely in favor of that. I just don’t think it’s going to 
address the problem. 

Marion Nestle is the country’s 
leading expert on the role that 
politics play in what and how 
America eats. Since publishing 
her paradigm-shifting book 
Food Politics in 2002, Nestle 
has continued to shed light 
on how food companies shape 
nutrition policy at the state, 
local, and national level. 

She is the Paulette Goddard 
Professor of Nutrition, Food 
Studies, and Public Health, 
Emerita, at New York Uni-
versity and Visiting Professor 
of Nutritional Sciences at 
Cornell. She received a Ph.D. 
in molecular biology and 
Master of Public Health from 
the University of California, 
Berkeley. 

The Journal interviewed 
Nestle in April 2025, in the 
early days of the second Trump 
administration, as nutrition 
and chronic illness issues were 
gaining visibility under Sec-
retary of Health and Human 
Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
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And then RFK Jr. says he wants to get ultra 
processed foods out of schools. Now we’re 
talking! We know that ultra processed foods 
encourage people to eat more. They are a 
specific category of junk foods that have an 
enormous amount of research behind them. 
And the one thing that has been absolutely 
shown is that they encourage people to eat 
more. You can’t eat just one. You can’t stop 
eating them, so people who eat a lot of ultra 
processed foods take in more calories. 

In order to do this, the MAHA movement is 
going to have to take on the food industry. I 
see no signs that anybody is very interested 
in doing that, except for with color additives. 
But color additives are an easy one in public 
health terms, they’re low hanging fruit, 
because the food industry already has plenty 
of alternatives. The alternatives cost a little 
bit more and they don’t work quite as well, 
but they’ve got alternatives. They use them 
in other countries where these additives are 
banned or have to have warning labels on 
them. 

I want to see them take on obesity as a 
problem. If they’re going to really take it on, 
they have to deal with overconsumption of 
calories. They have to be arguing for people 
to eat less. That means smaller portions, not 
eating a lot of ultra processed foods. And the 
way our economic system works, eating less 
is very bad for business. Very bad. So I don’t 
know what he’s going to do about that. It 
remains to be seen.

BPPJ: It also seems that the MAHA move-
ment is currently clashing with some of what 
the USDA is doing. For example, the USDA 
has canceled local food purchasing programs 
that are sending money to schools to buy 
local produce and that appears to be counter 
to the Make America Healthy Again move-
ment. 

MN: You would certainly think so. Much of 
what RFK Jr. wants to do involves changing 
programs in the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture, but he’s not Secretary of Agriculture. 
Brooke Rollins is. And although Rollins is 
saying that she’s going to cooperate with the 
Secretary of Health and Human Services, 
one of the first things she did was to cut the 
farm-to-school program. What was particu-
larly shocking about that is that that pro-
gram is a win-win. It’s really good for local 
farmers and it’s really good for schools. To 
have that as one of the first things cut, when 
it’s a tiny program, a rounding error in the 
Department of Agriculture’s budget, makes 
you wonder how this is all going to play out. 
And it makes me not very optimistic about 
the cooperation between agriculture and 
health and human services. 

Some of the other things that are on the 
agenda are to get sugar-sweetened beverages 
out of SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program. I think that doing that 
as a pilot is not a bad idea. I certainly am on 
record as saying we should run pilot stud-
ies and see how people react. I’m very well 
aware that it’s extremely controversial and 
has a curious alignment of people for it and 
against it, but when I wrote Soda Politics, 
I got letters from people saying “I was on 
SNAP and I saw SNAP dollars as an incen-
tive to buy sugar-sweetened beverages. Soda 
costs less because it’s not taxed, and it’s like 
free money. I wouldn’t buy it with my own 
money, but I buy it with SNAP dollars.”

In previous years, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture has turned down state appli-
cations for a waiver to pilot that project. 
Brooke Rollins has said that she’ll consider 
it. So we’ll see what happens. 

BPPJ: Within HHS and USDA, there’s this 
issue of regulatory capture and the influences 
of the food industry laced throughout a lot 
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of what the administration does. How are 
you thinking about the tension between the 
incentives of the government and the incen-
tives of industry? 

MN: Let’s talk about the interdepartmen-
tal tension first. Usually there’s a firewall 
between those agencies. But RFK Jr. strikes 
me as someone who, certainly at the begin-
ning, was not very well informed about his 
agency’s purview. Many of the things that he 
said he was going to do were mandates of the 
Department of Agriculture or other agen-
cies. I liked what he was saying about getting 
the toxic chemicals out of the food supply. 
I’m greatly in favor of doing that. He par-
ticularly mentioned that he’d like to get the 
toxins out of fish. He’s talking about meth-
ylmercury, which comes from coal burning 
power plants. And for decades, presidents 
have tried to get coal burning power plants 
to clean up their emissions and they’ve never 
succeeded. And he can’t take on coal burn-
ing power plants from the Department of 
Health and Human Services. That’s an EPA 
function. And what is the EPA doing? It is 
not tightening up its restrictions on chemical 
emissions. So we have a lot of contradictory 
conversations going on and it’s very difficult 
to know what counts. The one thing that has 
been absolutely forceful has been the artifi-
cial color additives. Fine. I’m totally in favor, 
but that’s not enough. 

RFK Jr. has said that he wants to get con-
flicts of interest out of the agencies within 
Health and Human Services. That means 
the FDA in particular. The FDA is rife with 
conflicts of interest, particularly the revolv-
ing door where people from industry go 
work for the FDA and people from FDA go 
work for industry. There are many examples 
of that, too many to mention. It would be 
nice if they could do something about that. 
For example, that you can’t work for an 

industry that you regulated for five years, or 
something like that. It’s currently a year or 
two. That’s not nearly enough. But again, the 
talk was really good, but what is the action 
going to be? 

BPPJ: If the federal government isn’t 
moving fair food policies forward, what 
are some successful or effective alternative 
models, like grassroots movements or local 
initiatives, that could help reshape the food 
system?

MN: You asked about efforts that have 
worked. The Berkeley soda tax is the exam-
ple that I use of successful food advocacy 
because the Berkeley soda tax was done by 
a community group that did advocacy, as I 
would put it, by the book. There is a book. 
It’s called Organizing for Social Change: 
Midwest Academy Manual for Activists. And 
the soda tax was done by enormously experi-
enced community organizers who knew how 
to go about it and what was needed. It was 
an extraordinarily diverse group that repre-
sented every facet of Berkeley, from the flats 
all the way up to the top of the hill. And they 
organized in every single community, going 
door-to-door asking, “Does anybody in 
your family have type two diabetes? Do you 
know about the relationship between sugar 
sweetened beverages and type two diabetes?” 
And then they made promises about how 
the money would be used. Also, people in 
Berkeley had enough experience with the 
City Council to believe them when they said 
they would use the funds for community 
purposes. And there was Bloomberg fund-
ing. These were all big factors. 

And the soda industry made a terrible mis-
take. Even though they had poured millions 
of dollars into this, they wrapped the BART 
stations in “No on Measure D” signage. 
That’s why there was a vote of 76 percent in 
favor of the tax. 
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BPPJ: Outside of government policy, have 
you seen traction from other grassroots 
movements or alternative models, for exam-
ple public-private partnerships or coopera-
tive models? 

MN: There are examples, but I’m not enor-
mously familiar with them. What I worry 
about is that there are thousands of commu-
nity organizations working on food issues. 
They are not in any way organized into coali-
tions, except for the coalition of anti-hunger. 
That’s Feeding America, but Feeding Amer-
ica is corporate. We don’t have a very active 
civil society in the United States right now. 
Whether the Trump administration will 
be an incentive for that remains to be seen. 
There were demonstrations all over the place 
a couple of days ago, but they didn’t really 
have an agenda. They certainly didn’t have 
any kind of coordinated policy agenda, other 
than “let’s get rid of them.” 

It reminds me a lot of the Occupy Move-
ment, which was enormously successful in 
getting attention, but didn’t have an agenda. 
If you’re going to achieve goals, you’ve got to 
have goals. And methods for achieving those 
goals. So I try to teach advocacy whenever I 
can. I try to get everybody to read the Mid-
west Academy’s book, which I think is fan-
tastic, because it works. And it’s a different 
kind of public policy than what’s taught at 
the Goldman School. But it’s still advocacy 
and it’s still achieving goals. I think it’s really 
useful. If I were teaching at the Goldman 
School now, that’s what I’d be teaching. 

BPPJ: Most of our readership is current 
policy students, recent policy graduates, and 
other Goldman alumni. As someone who 
is considered very influential in their field, 
what strategies would you recommend to 
policy students in order to have an impact 
during their careers? 

MN: You have to have a goal for what you 
want. Policy analysis is fine, and it’s useful. 
But what are you using it for? You have to 
have a goal and be really clear about what 
that goal is. When I taught classes in advo-
cacy, I was surprised by how difficult it was 
for students to define goals. The exercises 
would ask “You want to end hunger? How 
are you going to do that? You want to pre-
vent obesity. How are you going to do that?” 
And then try to build to something more 
specific. 

Some goals are easier than others. Getting 
more money for SNAP would be a very 
tangible, easy to define goal. Then you have 
to figure out how to encourage Congress to 
give more money for SNAP. And you would 
know very easily whether you achieved that 
goal or not, and you could go back and 
refine it. But for a lot of other things, it’s 
really difficult. Students would spend half 
the semester trying to figure out what they 
wanted to do, what they wanted to advocate 
for. You have to figure out who is going to 
facilitate, how to reach that person, how to 
use the political system. Students don’t like 
politics. It’s dirty. And then there’s no money 
in advocacy. A big problem for people who 
want to do advocacy is how are they going to 
get paid for it? Lobbyists have no problem. 
Lobbyists get paid very well by the corpo-
rations that hire them. They know exactly 
what they’re supposed to do and exactly how 
to do it, and they are very successful. But 
if you’re going to be advocating for social 
change or for political change, you’ve got to 
be paid to do it or you have to have a mes-
sage that’s so charismatic that you develop an 
enormous following. I would say Trump is a 
community organizer and is brilliant at it. 

I’m trained in public health. We have a 
course called Public Health Planning and 
Evaluation, which is the public health ver-
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sion of policy analysis. It’s exactly the same, 
except it’s focused on wicked problems. If 
you don’t work on wicked problems, those 
problems are never going to get solved, and 
they’re the ones that count. And you have to 
involve politics because you’re not going to 
get anything done if you don’t. 

You identify a problem. You try to think up a 
way to solve that problem. You recruit allies 
to help you. You figure out who or what is 
going to make the change you want, and you 
address your tactics and strategies to make 
that happen. And if you’re not doing that, 
you’re not doing your job.

BPPJ: Have there been any stances on food 
politics or approaches that you would do 
differently or that you’ve changed your mind 
about? 

MN: I told you there was a trajectory from 
nutrition to foods to diets to food systems. 
I didn’t intentionally become an advocate. 
When I wrote my book Food Politics, I 
thought I was describing the obvious but 
that nobody else was talking about it.

I had some motives for writing Food Politics. 
It was upsetting to go to meetings on child-
hood obesity in which speaker after speaker 
would talk in distress about “How are we 
going to convince moms to feed their kids 
better?” I was just appalled by that. Why 
wasn’t anybody talking about “How are we 
going to get the food industry to stop mar-
keting junk food to our kids?” That seemed 
to me to be the question that needed to be 
addressed. 

To the extent that people were trying to 
address the question of food marketing, they 
were getting their heads chopped off. In the 
late 70s, the Federal Trade Commission, 
which was led by Michael Pertschuk at the 
time, thought it would be a good idea to 

restrict television marketing to kids or to 
set standards for what could be marketed to 
kids on television. And Congress passed a 
law saying the FTC couldn’t do that. He was 
fired [Pertschuk was not fired but did face 
significant push-back and stepped down in 
1981 when Reagan came into office]. There 
was absolute uproar about it. 

That was 10 or 20 years before obesity was a 
serious problem. Again during the Obama 
administration there was an attempt by the 
Federal Trade Commission to set nutrition 
standards for food marketing. I thought the 
standards were really weak and generous [to 
industry], and even then Congress inter-
vened and said, “don’t be ridiculous, you 
can’t touch that stuff,” and the whole idea 
was dropped. There has been attempt after 
attempt to get the food industry to volun-
tarily not market junk foods to kids with 
an implied threat that “if you don’t stop on 
your own, we’re going to force you.” But it’s 
an empty threat because the politics don’t 
allow it. So how are you going to do this 
stuff without considering the politics? And is 
RFK Jr. going to be able to do it better? We 
will see. 

BPPJ: Bringing us back to Goldman, there 
has been a growing focus on using construc-
tive dialogue as a way to bridge disagree-
ments and together different perspectives. 
What strategies would you recommend to 
advocate for greater food system resilience in 
this increasingly polarized political climate? 

MN: Well, everybody eats, that makes it 
a little bit easier. Although I was kind of 
stunned by the Department of Agriculture 
putting out a notice that “no longer is leftist 
ideology going to run dietary guidelines.” I 
thought, “leftist ideology?” Since when have 
the dietary guidelines ever been developed 
with leftist ideology? And then I thought, 
“Oh, they’re talking about plants.” The 



Berkeley Public Policy Journal | Fall 2025

44

dietary guidelines advisory committee rec-
ommended that there be an increase in the 
consumption of plants and a decrease in the 
consumption of meat. That’s “leftist ideol-
ogy.” Diets are being categorized as “left” 
and “right.” Healthy diets are left. Unhealthy 
diets are right. If you’re being advised to eat 
healthfully, it’s the Nanny State. If you get 
to eat anything you want, it’s not. I find the 
whole thing to be absolutely amazing. 

But my understanding is that, if you want 
to talk to people who don’t agree with you, 
the first thing you have to do is shut up 
and listen. You have to listen actively, really 
listen, and then try to deal with what you’re 
hearing. But the problem with dealing with 
opposition of this kind is that it’s not fact-
based, because people have very different 
fact bases. We no longer have shared facts 
in this country. Or as one person put it, the 
facts are the same, it’s just people’s percep-
tions of them. The facts are there, but there 
are people who believe in them and people 
who don’t. 

The bifurcation is simple: if you get all your 
news from MSNBC, you have one point 
of view, if you get all your news from Fox, 
you have a different set of facts. All you can 
do in that situation is to be human and to 
state your opinion with as little judgment as 
possible, and try to have human connections 
with people who disagree with you. It seems 
to me that looking for common understand-
ing is a nice thing to do anyway. But I think 
that’s very difficult right now, because people 
don’t agree on facts. All you can do is say 
what you think, difficult as it may be. 

BPPJ: Given the current political climate, if 
you were just starting in food policy today, 
would you approach your career any differ-
ently? 

MN: It’s interesting that you asked that. I’m 
giving the graduation address to the School 
of Public Health at [Johns] Hopkins in May. 
I don’t know what to tell them! I don’t know 
what to tell them except that the work that 
they’re trained for is the most important 
work in the world, and they’ve got to go out 
and find some way to do it. 

But I don’t know what I would have done. 
It’s so hard for me because I came of age 
in that 30-year window when we thought 
we were going to change the world for the 
better. You didn’t have to pay much for 
college, you didn’t have to pay much for 
health care, you could buy a house on a very 
low salary, you could have a middle class life 
as an academic. That was my experience. It 
never occurred to me that it was an anomaly, 
I thought it was normal! I thought this was 
historical progress, it never occurred to me 
what the pushback was going to be. We’re in 
the pushback era now, and I would say that 
this is an era that calls for an extraordinary 
amount of bravery, integrity, honesty, forth-
rightness, and courage. You’ve got to have 
courage to be able to stand up for [your] 
principles. 

I’m a big believer in principles and values: 
figure out what [your principles] are and 
stick to them as best you can. Do the best 
you can under very difficult circumstances, 
but what you’re doing is really important. If 
you can’t do anything else, go volunteer at 
a school, teach kids about food, teach kids 
how to cook, teach kids how to grow vegeta-
bles. That will be something they’ll have for 
the rest of their lives. Try to get paid for it.

It’s a really tough question. I don’t have a 
very good imagination [so] I can’t put myself 
in this situation except you have to overcome 
the fear. 
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