
1 
 

Sustainable Environmental, Food and Agricultural Systems in Italy and the US  
3 credits 

 
Course Overview: Using past and current literature the sustainability of Environmental, Food and 
Agricultural systems will be explored. These systems will be investigated by comparing and 
contrasting examples from Italy and the U.S.  The course will have three sections and three 
instructors.  The topic areas are described below: 
 
1. Environmental Sustainability 
This course section/s will focus on concepts of environmental and natural resource systems. 
Topics may include, but are not limited to: human alterations of natural systems, human well-
being dependence on sustainable practices, key environmental indicators, the ecological footprint, 
ecosystem services and life cycle analyses.  Other topics areas may include sustainable agro 
ecology, water sustainability for agriculture and/or municipalities, sustainability of agriculturally-
productive soil, maintaining open lands, and other aspects of the natural environment. Following 
the introduction of these topics, the challenges and solutions faced in Italy and the U.S. will be 
compared and contrasted. Field experiences and local trips will provide experiential learning 
opportunities that will be coupled with, and build upon, classroom presentations.  
 
2. Sustainability of Agricultural and Food Production Systems 
 This course section/s course will focus on the basic concepts pertaining to sustainable 
development of food systems. The course will explore how animal- and/or plant-based food 
systems are evolving to meet the nutritional needs of an ever-increasing global population while 
addressing alternative food production systems that emphasize local and and/or low input 
systems. These alternative systems may include organic, biodynamic, and/or slow food systems 
that have increased dramatically within Italy and are increasing in the United States.  Exploration 
of food security, quality, and safety will be explored in the context of both conventional and 
alternative agricultural practices. The Italian animal-based food production systems and the food 
products developed from these agricultural enterprises will be compared and contrasted to 
production systems in the United States. This course will include visits to local food markets to 
highlight the importance of preserving and promoting traditional food products that emphasize a 
designation of origin that enhances a sense of national and/or regional pride in food production. 
 
Fall, 2013 Instructors: 
 
Section 1:Dr. John Volin, Professor and Head, Department of Natural Resources & the Environment 
 john.volin@uconn.edu  
Section 2:Dr. Sheila Andrew, Associate Professor, Department of Animal Science  
 Sheila.andrew@uconn.edu  
Section 3:Dr. Cameron Faustman, Professor and Associate Dean, College of Agriculture and Natural 
Resources  
 cameron.faustman@uconn.edu  
 
 
Lecture: Monday and Wednesday 9:00 am -12:00 pm 
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Required Reading: The Omnivore's Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals, author: Michael 
Pollan, ISBN: 1-101-14717-2.  Also, each instructor will provide selected readings in advance of each 
topic, such as journal articles or pertinent web resources. 
 
Overall Course Objectives: 
Using past and current literature we will explore the sustainability of Environmental, Food and 
Agricultural systems. In particular we will investigate these systems by comparing and contrasting 
examples from Italy and the U.S. In general, the overall objectives of this course are to explore and 
contrast sustainable environmental, food and agricultural systems.  Sustainable agriculture, based on the 
legal U.S. definition in U.S. Code Title 7: Section 3103, means an integrated system of plant and animal 
production practices having a site-specific application that will over the long term: 

• Satisfy human food and fiber needs 
• Enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which the agricultural 

economy depends 
• Make the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and on-farm resources and integrate, 

where appropriate, natural biological cycles and controls. 
• Sustain the economic viability of farm operations 
• Enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. 

 
              
 
Specific Course Aims: 
 
Section 1: This section will introduce general concepts of environmental and natural resource systems. 
This will include topics such as human alterations of natural systems, human well-being dependence on 
sustainable practices, key environmental indicators, the ecological footprint, ecosystem services and life 
cycle analyses. In addition, an introduction to agricultural practices from the beginning of the green 
revolution to alternative farming methods will be discussed. 
 
Section 2: The second section will provide an overview of Italian and U.S. agriculture with respect to 
the livestock production systems, including organic, grass-based, and conventional production of milk 
and meat. In particular, the requirements for the production of DOP (Designation of Origin) cheeses and 
meat will be explored.  Governmental regulations and policies covering production, quality and food 
safety of milk and meat will be compared and contrasted for Italy and the U.S. and impacts of these 
policies on animal production and the environment. Students will develop a well-researched, reasoned 
policy statement to meet the needs for future animal-based food production and assure a high quality, 
safe product that has minimal impact on environmental resources and enhances the quality of life for 
farmers and society as a whole.  
 
Section 3: This section will focus on “satisfying human food and fiber needs” which is one of the five 
components of the official definition of Sustainable Agriculture   As such, the sustainable foods section 
of the course will focus on food types and processes that are characteristic of the Mediterranean region 
and contrast them with those of the United States.  Cultural traditions and their impact on food 
production will be discussed.  In particular, the production and preservation of meat, cheese, wine, 
vinegar and olives will be emphasized. 
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Course Grading: Each of the three sections of the course will be worth a 1/3 of the final grade. 
 
Section 1: 
Participation (including pop quizzes) 20% 
Presentation     35% 
Final paper         45% 
 
Section 2: 
Participation      30% 
Article summaries/presentations  20% 
Exam     25% 
Policy statement project  25% 
     
Section 3: 
Participation    30% 
Exam     30% 
Assignments and reflection papers 40% 

• Omnivore’s Dilemma reflection 
• Five-page paper and presentation on selected Mediterranean food  

o Connecting the cultivation/husbandry of the raw material to the final product 
o Post-harvest, post-slaughter processing 
o Retail marketing and sales 

              
 
Final Grade Assignment:     95% or >    A  

90, 91, 92, 93, 94 A-  
87, 88, 89 B+  
83, 84, 85, 86 B  
80, 81, 82 B-  
77, 78, 79 C+  
73, 74, 75, 76 C 
70, 71, 72 C- 
67, 68, 69 D+ 
63, 64, 65, 66 D 
60, 61, 62 D- 
<60% F 

               
 
TOPICS:   
SECTION ONE 
1. Environmental and Natural Resource Sciences 
  Introduction & review  
  Human alteration of natural systems 
  Environmental Indicators 
   Biological Diversity 
   Food Production 
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   Average global temperature and CO2 concentrations 
   Human Population 
   Resource Depletion 
  Human well-being dependence on sustainable practices 
   Ecological Footprint 
  Working toward sustainability 
 2. Introduction to Agriculture 
  Human nutritional requirements 
  The Green Revolution 
  Genetic engineering 
  Alternative farming methods 
  
SECTION TWO   

1. Basics of Milk and Meat Production in Italy and the U.S. 
 Comparison of conventional, organic and grass-based milk and beef production 
 Production of DOP, high value cheeses and meats 

      Parmigiano-Reggiano, grana padano, pecorino, buffalo mozzarella 
                        Chianina beef, Parma ham  

2. Governmental Regulations/Policies for Milk and Meat Production in Italy and the U.S. 
  Quality and food safety of milk and beef  
  GMO: arguments for and against 
  Quota systems versus free markets  

                       Evaluation and development of policy statements                
3. Methods to Minimize Environmental Impacts of Dairy and Beef Production 
                 Nutrient management, feeding management  
4. Putting it All Together 

Present and defend final policy statements  
 

 
SECTION THREE 

1. The Basics Worldwide  
  A. Nutrition, nutrients and foods 

   Essential nutrients, basic chemical realities, foods for nutrient delivery 
  B. Nutrients as functional components of foods 
   Role of macronutrients in sensory and stability characteristics of foods 
  C. Food safety 
   Biological, chemical & physical hazards; spoilage vs safety; microbial pathogens 
  D. Food Preservation strategies 
   Drying/Freeze-drying, Salting/Curing, Pickling, Fermentation, Freezing 

 
2. Selected Foods of Italy.  Adaptive strategies for sustainable production/processing. 
  A. From pigs to Prosciutto (and other delicious products) 
  B. Olives, olive oil, monounsaturated fatty acids and the Mediterranean diet 
  C. Fermentation of grapes, milk and meat into wine and vinegar, cheese and salami 
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 About the Instructors   
 
John Volin is Head of the Department of 
Natural Resources and the Environment, 
and co-Director of the Environmental 
Sciences program. John received his 
Ph.D. in forestry, specializing in 
physiological ecology, from the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Before joining UConn in 2007, John 
was a professor in Florida for 12 years. 
During his career he has worked in 
ecosystems around the world, focusing 
his research on invasive species and 
restoration ecology. 
 
 

 
 
Sheila Andrew is Associate Professor in the Department of Animal 
Science in the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources.  She also is 
the CT State Dairy Extension Specialist and her teaching includes 
Animal Nutrition and Dairy Farm Travel and Evaluation courses. Her 
areas of research are in ruminant nutrition, mastitis, milk quality, and 
residue prevention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
Cameron Faustman currently serves as Associate Dean of 
Academic Programs and Research in the College of Agriculture 
and Natural Resources.  As a Professor of Animal Science for 
more than 23 years, he has focused his teaching and research 
activities in the area of animal-based food products and general 
food science.  He is a University of Connecticut Teaching Fellow 
and a recipient of the USDA Excellence in Teaching Award. 
   
 
 
  


