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The thought of eating insects probably 
conjures images of boyhood mischief 
on lazy Sunday afternoons or perhaps 
TV game shows challenging contestants 
to extreme tasks, but entomophagy, the 
human consumption of insects, may 
actually be the future of food. In May 
of 2013, the United Nations Food and 
Agricultural Organization released a 
comprehensive report focused on viable 
options to feed the world’s population 
in 2050, when an additional 2 billion 
people are expected to share the planet. 
The conclusion was that edible insects 
are an environmentally sustainable, 
nutritionally sound, and economically 
viable alternative protein source that 
could meet the rising demand for meat. 
Humans have consumed bugs for 
thousands of years and still do in most 
cultures outside of the Western World, 
but as a rising global population casts 
a shadow of hunger, pollution, and 
resource exhaustion, Europe and North 
America will have to shed their cultural 
taboo on edible insects.1 Even today in 
developed areas like Texas, nearly 1 in 
5 households are food-insecure and 1 

in 4 children are living in food-insecure 
households.2 Fortunately, communities 
of insect eaters, led by forward-thinking 
nonprofits and startups, are popping 
up all over the United States and the 
local presence of nonprofit organization 
Little Herds and veteran startup World 
Entomophagy is making Austin the 
North American headquarters for edible 
insects. If The University of Texas wants 
to demonstrate its commitment to 
sustainability, it must collaborate with 
the local entomophagy community to 
help mitigate its own environmental 
impact, secure its legacy as a pioneering 
institution, and help feed the world’s 
growing population.

In terms of environmental impact, 
insects require far less land than 
traditional livestock: one kilogram of 
insects requires only 15 square meters 
of land compared to 200 square meters 
for beef.3 As 70 percent of arable land 
already goes toward meat production, 
either for pasture or growing feed, 
farming insects for food would make 
much more efficient use of that land.4 
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Considering the 2 billion people 
that are expected to join us by 2050, 
entomophagy represents a responsible 
and strategic shift in agricultural 
practices. 

In addition to land use, farming insects 
is a much more efficient use of resources 
than traditional meat production. For 
example, beef production uses 22,000 
liters of water per kilogram while insects 
use less than 1 liter per kilogram.5 In 
drought-prone areas, like here in Central 
Texas where water conservation is a 
high-priority issue, the switch to insects 
presents a tangible strategy for lessening 
wasteful water usage.  In terms of feed, it 
takes 10 kilograms of feed to produce a 
kilogram of beef and only 1.7 kilograms 
of feed to produce a kilogram of insects.6 

Not only are insects more than five times 
more efficient in converting feed to 
calories because they are cold-blooded, 
but they can subsist on inedible food 
scraps that would otherwise be wasted, 
such as peels, stems, husks, and rinds. 
This system would require no additional 
land or resource use to grow feed and 
would also convert organic pollution 
into food for humans and livestock.7 If 
such waste streams could be diverted to 
feeding insects, part of that 70 percent 
of land devoted to growing feed for 
livestock could be reclaimed for farming 
crops for human consumption.

According to the United Nations report, 
the production of traditional meat 
sources emits more greenhouse gases 
than automobiles, but entomophagy 

produces only negligible amounts 
of greenhouse gases: whereas one 
kilogram of beef produces 2,850 
grams of greenhouse gases, the same 
amount of insects emits only one 
gram.8 As we watch glaciers disappear, 
sea levels rise, and weather become 
more erratic, entomophagy presents a 
practical solution in the effort to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and mitigate 
global climate change.

Eating insects is no nutritional sacrifice 
either. With over 1,900 species of edible 
insects on the planet, each with multiple 
life stages, nutrient content varies. 
However, common among almost all 
insects are high levels of protein, fiber, 
healthy omega fatty acids, and vital 
micronutrients.[9] For example, 100 
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meat consumption.

From a cultural standpoint, most of the 
world already eats insects. Entomophagy 
is a social norm in 80 percent of the 
world’s nations and 2 billion people 
around the world consume insects on 
a regular basis.14 In Mexico, chapulines 
(grasshoppers) and escamoles (ant 
eggs) fill street tacos.15 In Thailand, 
fried bugs are a common bar snack.16 In 
South Africa, locusts add crunch to the 

grams of crickets contains up to 25 
grams of protein, 6.8 grams of fiber, 45 
percent of the USDA recommended 
daily value (DV) of Iron, and 15 percent 
daily value of Calcium.10, 11, 12 To compare, 
100 grams of beef offers 26 grams of 
protein, 0 grams of fiber, 14 percent DV 
of iron, and 1 percent DV of calcium.13 
Nutritionally speaking, insects are 
comparable (and in some ways superior) 
to traditional protein sources, making 
entomophagy a viable alternative to 
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staple meal of cornmeal porridge.17 It is 
only the North American and European 
countries that harbor long-held stigmas 
against eating bugs. However, as this 
taboo comes to pass, entomophagy will 
open up the West to an exciting new 
world of culinary exploration, with 1,900 
different species offering unique flavors 
and textures for chefs to play with.
As more young entrepreneurs learn 
about the benefits of entomophagy, 
the US is seeing optimistic startups 
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popping up all over the nation. Two 
of the largest and most influential 
enterprises, Little Herds and World 
Entomophagy, are located in Austin 
and their presence is making the city 
the epicenter of the movement. Little 
Herds is the first nonprofit organization 
of its kind in North America, committed 
to educating the public about 
entomophagy through workshops, 
presentations, and events in Austin, 
around Texas, and on an international 
level.18 World Entomophagy is the first 
US retailer of edible insect ingredients, 
focused on providing sustainably 
farmed and processed insects for other 
startups, culinary experimentation, and 
home consumption.19 Having these 
organizations in the city of Austin puts 
The University of Texas in the perfect 
position to lead the academic world 
in this exciting new field and if the 
university wants to demonstrate its 
commitment to sustainable food, it must 
collaborate with the local entomophagy 
community to build a successful market 
base for entomophagy startups.

On an individual level, the students 
of the university are already involved. 
Two summers ago, I helped a Nutrition 
student farm mealworms in his closet, 
building cages out of food-grade 
materials and feeding them organic 
food scraps. Another friend of mine, a 
Psychology major, recently delivered 

a class presentation on the benefits of 
entomophagy and the cultural barriers 
that the movement faces. Through 
my own work in Professor Ellen Spiro’s 
Documentary Production course, a team 
of classmates and I filmed, edited, and 
produced a short documentary called 
“Bug Brothers,” about Little Herds and 
World Entomophagy. The film follows 
the founding entrepreneurs of both 
organizations and examines the health 
and environmental benefits of eating 
bugs, along with the psychological 
taboo we have to eating insects. As a 
class project, we were limited in terms 
of time, budget, and scope, but the 
short film could easily evolve into a 
feature-length documentary, touting 
the environmental and health benefits 
of entomophagy, sharing the efforts 
of nonprofits and start-ups across the 
nation, highlighting UT’s role in the 
movement, and calling the people of 
the United States to action. Student 
interest exists and is quickly spreading 
throughout the campus community, but 
unless the university acknowledges the 
movement and endorses a campus-wide 
initiative to promote entomophagy, 
student bug farms will continue to 
remain in closets.

One way for the university to support the 
fledgling entomophagy sector is through 
The Food Lab, a university organization 
based in the School of Human Ecology in 

the College of Natural Sciences. The Food 
Lab, as stated on their website, “provides 
awareness of food issues, encourages 
and motivates students to engage 
with innovative food systems research, 
and provides support to startups that 
leverage university research. TFL is 
a catalyst for scientific and cultural 
exploration, experimentation and 
innovation in the food system.”20 The 
Food Lab would be an ideal platform 
to showcase edible insects and the 
organization has already expressed 
an interest in collaborating with Little 
Herds to advocate for entomophagy and 
experiment with cooking insects. This 
cooperation is a perfect example of the 
type of community collaboration that is 
necessary to engage the university in the 
entomophagy movement. 

Of course, no university initiative 
in support of entomophagy would 
be complete without a student-run, 
university-sponsored insect farm. 
Perhaps like the successful UT Micro 
Farm, the bug farm could be funded 
by the Green Fee, a five dollar fee 
charged to every student for the 
purpose of funding environmental 
service projects, and sponsored by the 
Campus Environmental Center.21 The 
insect farm could even be an extension 
of the Micro Farm, utilizing the existing 
structure and volunteer workforce of the 
organization. Not only would a bug farm 
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provide edible insects for the culinary 
experimentation of The Food Lab and 
individual students, but it would foster 
interdisciplinary collaboration and 
education, and one day we may even 
see campus-grown bug burgers on the 
dining hall menus. 

In regard to the rest of the academic 
world, UT has been slow to recognize 
the importance of entomophagy in 
the future of food. By the end of 2011, 
46 percent of food and agricultural 
universities in the United States had 
entomophagy-related courses in their 
formal curricula or hosted an annual 
event featuring edible insects. The 
University of Georgia, The University of 
Illinois, and Montana State University 
have already introduced programs 
culminating in on-campus bug 
buffets that involve several hundred 
participants.22 If The University of Texas 
does not wish to fall behind in this 
burgeoning agricultural and culinary 
field, it must work to integrate edible 
insects into its curriculum and on-
campus food options.
The edible insect movement is gaining 
momentum in the United States. In order 
to stay ahead of the curve and grow 
a successful market-base for startups 
like World Entomophagy and advocacy 
groups like Little Herds, the University 
of Texas must play a leading role in 
supporting this cause, using strategic 
foresight to look decades down the 
road at the Texas of the future. Will we 
be allowing unsustainable livestock 
operations to strip our land of resources 
and pollute our air and our rivers? Or 
will we be leading the world in the 
production of a prolific new food source 
that uses neglected waste streams as 
an input, feeding not only ourselves 
but others around the world in an 
ecologically responsible fashion? If the 
campus community is willing to prove its 
commitment to sustainability through 

the promotion of entomophagy, the 
University of Texas can lead the world 
in this exciting new field, and we will all 
have a little extra crunch in our diets.
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