


In the 1950s, an engineer at Toyota Motor Corporation named Taiichi Ohno devel-
oped a strategy known as “Just in Time” manufacturing. The premise was simple: 
manufacture products based on demand to cut out waste between production 
and delivery. Little did Ohno know that his philosophy would eventually become 
the gold standard for production around the world. Today, virtually every major 
producer follows a Just in Time(JIT)production framework. 

But while it does a great job at eliminating production waste associated with 
inventorying, there are some fatal flaws to the JIT philosophy—particularly when 
it comes to food production. Recent events—including the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the conflict between Russia and Ukraine—have exposed just how detrimen-
tal a JIT food supply chain can be. Because it focuses on efficiency at the expense 
of availability, food supplies have been up-ended nationwide.  

Today, we’re seeing how delays in certain areas of globalization chain can disrupt 
the entire system and leave consumers without necessary foods for weeks,or 
even months. Here’s a closer look at why it’s time to move away from a JIT food 
supply chain and instead, focus on domestic food security overproduction effi-
ciency for the sake of profits. 
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what is “just in time food supply”?

The concept of a JIT food supply chain involves sourcing food products from 
across the world in anas-needed capacity. This, in contrast to sourcing them reg-
ularly from local channels. When it works correctly, the JITconcept helps keep 
consumer costs low while preventing food waste. Unfortunately, recent events 
have shown just how precarious the JIT food supply chain can be. Even one small 
disruption can create costly delays, resulting in very real food shortages. 

Most consumers care about convenience and cost, which is why the JITconcept 
worked so well forsucha long time. So long as they could get food on their terms 
and pay a low cost for it, people didn’t have a reason to look past the shelves of 
their local grocery store. But now that those shelves are staying emptier for 
longer and food products cost more, consumers are beginning to question the 
JIT framework. 

the jit impact on domestic food security

The JITimpact on Domestic Food Security For many years, food manufacturers 
have used the JITconcept to keep food prices low. Producing in bulk, as-needed, 
using lowest common denominator methods maximized production efficiency 
and output. However, while a “Just in time” food supply chain can help prevent 
food waste, we’ve learned things like global warming and a worldwide pandemic 
majorly upset the system. Instead, we’re left with limited food supplies and 
expensive costs.

Most alarming, domestic food security is threatened. 

Anyone who's visited a grocery store within the last year has surely noticed the 
rising price of food and sprawling stretches of empty shelving. In fact, recent 
studies show price increases in all food categories from January 2021 to January 
2022. In the case of staple foods like fruits, vegetables and meats, costarred 
10-15%. Supply chains also remain bottlenecked. As result, consumers suffer. 
They’re unable to get the food they need and instead, they’re paying higher 
prices for whatever’s available. 

The JIT framework was meant to eliminate waste. Now, it’s the primary driver 
behind a growing array of problems. Global disruptions have shown the need for 
a shift towards better, more regenerative methods of food production—especial-
ly with the ever-present threat of global warming. It’s time to move away from 
JIT.
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the shift to local agricultural solutions 

How do you rebuild a framework that’s been the backbone of production 
since the 1950s? In short: you go back to basics.  

One way to improve food securityis with a shift to local agricultural solutions. 
Instead of sourcing from around the world in an on-demand fashion, food 
supply chains need to come closer to home. In addition to supporting the com-
munity, local food production ensures access to healthier food options—there’s 
no need for preservative practices as food travels thousands of miles. 

For example, instead of buying packaged produce from the supermarket, it’s 
more beneficial to pickup fresh fruits and vegetables from alocal farmers’ 
market. Other solutions include investing in community gardens and conduct-
ing community food assessments (CFA)to define local food availability. Encour-
aging people to become “localvores” will ease the strain on supply chains, while 
also creating conscious food consumerism that results in better choices in con-
sumption. 



PAGE 4

a regenerative approach to food sourcing is paramount

Investing in local agriculture sources also reduces the environmental impact of 
transporting food supplies. In the face of global warming, the agricultural indus-
try is a prime contributor to carbon emissions due largely to food supply chains. 
Minimizing these supply chains also means dramatically reducing carbon out-
puts. Coupled with regenerative farming practices, there’s tremendous oppor-
tunity to improve not only the quality of food and food supply chains, but eco-
logical outcomes, as well. 

The JIT philosophy has had other unwanted effects over the years, forcing an 
array of unsustainable practices to become standard. 

One of the biggest issues with the JITmethod is it created an environment of 
low-wage, difficult jobs. 

In order to compete with large companies, farmers cut wages and work long days 
with little rest. This not only takes a toll on physical health but mental health as 
well. By purchasing local, ethical and fair-trade foods, consumers can support 
better working conditions that culminate in better agricultural practices.

The path to a better food supply exists outside of a JIT framework. JIT promotes 
relentless efficiency, which is, effectively, a race to the bottom. Faster and cheap-
er rarely equates to better. Instead, it’s time to work backwards and build local 
and regional food supply chains that are rooted in quality and regenerative prac-
tices. Better working conditions. Better farming practices. 

Better quality food. It all comes full-circle to large concepts like domestic food 
security, environmental recuperation and improved health and wellness for con-
sumers. 
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leave behind “just in time”

It’s important to understand where your food comes from and how it’s pro-
duced. 

By supporting local producers, consumers can aid in the shift away from a JIT 
food supply chain and instead, embrace a regenerative one. It’s a shift that 
needs to happen, lest our food supply chains break down even further and drag 
us down with them. 

Buying food without proper consideration could mean you’re supporting 
practices that are bad for the environment, bad for workers and bad for 

you, the consumer. 


