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The Ethics of Eating: 
A Comparative Study of Sustainable 
Restaurants in Austin, TX and London, UK
Hope Lawrence 
 
 A pressure is building which is bound to revolutionize the con-
sumption habits of the developed world. It comes from the changes we are 
witnessing first hand—as global weather patterns continually reach new 
extremes and the oceans fill with plastics, we find homes flooded under 
nearly fifty inches of water and tangled, poisoned animals washed up on 
our beaches. A new crisis emerges from every direction, making the task 
of finding solutions daunting. Corporations are capable of large-scale 
impacts but prioritize profit over morality, so although the individual con-
sumer is responsible only for a fraction of the environmental toll currently 
burdening our planet, consumers must be held accountable for imple-
menting the changes they want to see. As activist and author Anna Lappé 
so eloquently said, “every time you spend money, you’re casting a vote for 
the kind of world you want” (Lappé, 2010). Change in mass consump-
tion habits may be achieved through a cultural shift in the ethics of our 
purchases, both lowering individual impacts while effectively and directly 
relating a company’s environmental initiatives and commercial profits to 
one another.
 Ethical consumption is a broad subject, making it dangerously 
undefinable and thus uncontrollable in marketing. The very idea of a 
perfectly ethical consumer is impossible to achieve due to the complexity 
of commercial ethics—one must consider a product’s materials’ origin, 
workers’ treatment and wages all along the chain of production, the 
product’s life span post-disposal, and much more. It is simply unrealistic 
to fully inspect one product’s ethical impact, much less a life’s worth of 
products. Thus, when entering a conversation concerning consumption, 
it is important to focus on how small efforts may accumulate into larger 
impacts and to emphasize improvement over perfection. In light of this, 
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we are seeing ethical concerns deployed as a marketing tactic in a growing 
industry fueled by a human desire to live guilt-free as a perfect consum-
er. Buzzwords are slapped across products to attract an environmental-
ly-concerned consumer base, not always supported by the truth of the 
production company. This branding usually employs principles which are 
beneficial for a company to follow, but only productive when truly upheld, 
spanning from eco dish soaps to zero-waste toothbrushes to Fair Trade 
clothing brands and beyond. There are companies working diligently in 
countless industries to provide consumers with more ethical options and 
opportunities to lessen our individual impact, the food industry being no 
exception.
 Individual consumption habits are only one aspect of the larg-
er issue of a society that cannot be sustained. Drastic changes must be 
undertaken in planning for the cities of the future to ensure they are 
capable of supporting decades of growth while maintaining an environ-
mental quality protective of public health and the simple enjoyment of 
life. I believe that a sustainable city is one that provides access to an ethical 
diet for all its inhabitants, thereby supporting the cultural shift to ethi-
cal eating necessary to sustain the growing urban population. Adjusting 
our diets has the potential to create enormous change, both in reducing 
environmental impacts and in supporting social sustainability through 
initiatives such as public health and workers’ rights movements. Even one 
more vegetarian plate makes an impact, but a country or globe of these 
choices would make strides in lowering our carbon footprint and preserv-
ing the environment. For this reason, I set out to determine how close two 
cities—London, UK, and my hometown, Austin, Texas—currently are to 
reaching a goal of ethical food consumption with respect to one another. 
Furthermore, I hoped to observe how establishments may go beyond food 
service and function as advocates to engage the public in a conversation 
regarding sustainability and the influence our individual diets can make.
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Defining Ethical Consumption
 Ethical consumption, when applied to the foods we eat, goes 
beyond what we see on our plates. Food ethics, as defined by Rob Peeler 
of Penn State University, concerns “human conduct in the production, 
distribution, preparation, and consumption of food” (Peeler, 2015).  For 
production, the livestock and crops we produce should be raised humane-
ly and sustainably, taking into consideration a multitude of issues. We 
should consider the pollutant capacity of pesticides and fertilizers, the 
carbon footprint of animal feed, the clearing of forests, animal welfare, 
water conservation, genetic engineering, soil degradation, fair treatment 
of laborers, carbon emissions, and reliance on fossil fuels. For distribution, 
food should be sourced locally to reduce the carbon emissions associ-
ated with transportation and to provide fresher products. Above this, 
food should be sourced ethically, with utmost attention to minimizing 
who and what is adversely impacted in this production chain. For prepa-
ration, food should be made in a way to reduce excess food and plastic 
waste, with workers preparing the food treated and paid fairly. While the 
ethics of food production, distribution, and preparation is in the hands 
of companies and corporations, the individual consumer has a choice in 
the companies their money supports and in the food they purchase. By 
avoiding single-use plastics such as utensils and straws, avoiding foods as-
sociated with higher carbon footprints such as lamb, beef, and cheese, and 
seeking out companies and restaurants which are attentive to the ethics of 
their products, individuals can increase the demand for sustainable dining 
options, thereby changing the market. An ethical diet or establishment 
must be sustainable, but sustainability is not the only aspect of ethics, with 
other ethical concerns surrounding the food industry including afford-
ability, accessibility, and community outreach. While I acknowledge that 
ethics go far beyond sustainability, in this study I will using sustainability 
as the primary indicator of ethics, as offering a sustainable product is the 
first step towards a larger goal of ethical consumption.
Eating Ethically in London
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 Attempting to consume an ethical diet as a tourist in London 
meant seeking out restaurants and establishments that respect sustain-
ability as the main tenet of their business, which was not a difficult task 
in such a progressive city. I set out to discover just how sustainable the 
restaurants that tout themselves as such truly were. Making my way 
through the streets, I recognized a multitude of establishments which 
prioritized some aspect of an ethical diet, or at least appeared to. Through 
these observations, I created a set of indicators that measure how sustain-
able a food establishment is. First and most apparent is the way the com-
pany brands itself, observed through the building itself, which I labelled 
‘promotional’ indicators. The façade of any establishment serves as an 
advertisement for what is inside, with restaurants being a prime example 
of this. I observed that, although unrelated substantively to their sustain-
ability efforts, these restaurants nearly all followed one of two aesthetics: 
either a clean, minimalistic feel or a cozy, industrial one. As previously 
mentioned, buzzwords and phrases such as “vegan,” “vegetarian,” “ethi-
cally sourced,” “non-GMO,” “all natural,” “farm fresh,” and even “healthy” 
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often marked an establishment as sustainable when boldly advertised 
outside. Buzzwords and phrases are used by sustainable businesses to 
purposefully appeal to an environmentally concerned market and can be 
found all over the food industry, from these storefront decals to grocery 
store shelves. Unfortunately, there is a problem with these phrases being 
overused beyond purposeful meaning, such as in instances where un-
healthy high-fructose corn syrup is relabeled as a “natural sweetener,” as it 
technically is derived from corn. And unsurprisingly, I came to find that 
the principles of a company did not always follow the way they branded 
themselves. I accordingly employed another set of ‘fundamental’ indi-
cators to determine if the company substantiated their marketing with 
actions. For this, I first looked into the availability, pricing, and clear label-
ling of plant-based options, as I followed a vegetarian diet in London and 
a vegan diet in Austin. Next, I tried to determine the company’s sourcing 
of ingredients, including whether or not they were transparent with their 
providers, served sustainable fish, purchased Fair Trade coffee, or locally 
sourced produce. Finally, I looked into their waste management strategy, 
namely if they utilized single-use plastics for their utensils and take-away 
containers and if they recycled or composted. With these indicators es-
tablished, I was curious to discover exactly how well the promotional and 
fundamental sides of these restaurants aligned.

Establishing Indicators of Sustainability
 Despite how useful qualitative observations truly can be, in the 
interest of presenting an effective comparison, I compiled these indica-
tors into a scorecard to place a quantitative ranking on the ethics of the 
establishments I visited. As pictured below, I set out six areas of analysis, 
the first being the availability of vegan and vegetarian dietary options, as 
these plates have a much lower carbon footprint throughout their pro-
duction cycle than animal-based meals. Next, I looked into a restaurant’s 
sourcing, which I chose to weight more heavily because I felt ethical 
sourcing created a larger impact. This also allowed me to grant one of the 
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two points to establishments which mentioned sourcing either on their 
menus or websites but failed to elaborate on these claims. I then evaluated 
affordability based on if an average meal was under 10 dollars or pounds, 
between 10 and 20 dollars or pounds, or more expensive. I included this 
as a measurable indicator of social sustainability, as low-footprint meals 
have a limited impact when only affordable to a high-income demograph-
ic. I then awarded a maximum of two points for educational initiatives in 
an attempt to measure the establishments’ efforts to engage customers in 
a conversation regarding sustainability. I gave one point for including edu-
cational information of their mission on their website, and a second point 
for engaging customers directly in the store through signage or conversa-
tion. Next, I awarded one point if the restaurant did not offer single-use 
plastics to their customers for drinks, straws, utensils, or take-away con-
tainers. Although plastics are a small component of the much larger issue 
of waste management within the food service industry—failing to factor 
in food waste, composting, recycling, or efficiency of their machinery—
they were much more apparent and easily quantifiable. Lastly, I awarded 
points for the number of locations in an effort to reward higher rankings 
to establishments which are reaching more customers and therefore have 
a broader impact scope, as an international chain making small efforts 
in sustainability has a greater influence than a single local establishment 
doing much more. With this scorecard established, I began evaluating the 
establishments I had visited during my time in London.
 I evaluated 15 of the food establishments I visited while in Lon-
don, whose scores ranged from 3 to 12, as shown below. The average score 
for the London restaurants was 6.9 out of a total possible 13 points. I pa-
tronized a multitude of other food establishments within that three-week 
period, but have decided to exclude them from this data. My method for 
selecting a restaurant to evaluate began with internet research, through 
which I found establishments which were heralded for some sustainable 
aspect of their business model. This included Feng Sushi, mentioned in an 
article by Ben Norum for its waste management and sourcing, Wahaca, 
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praised in the same article for its sourcing and charitability, and Island 
Grill, commended in an article by Jessica Davis for turning cooking oil 
into biofuel and supplying its own fish and honey. Other establishments 
were selected for their location, as certain areas of London are known for 
being more liberal and conscientious, or “hipster,” if you will. Where the 
Pancakes Are and “The Colombian Coffee Company” were in the overtly 
gentrified Flat Iron Square. 39 Steps Coffee Haus was in Soho, Senzala in 
Brixton Market, Thai Room in Hackney Wick, LuckyLek Vegan Patisserie 
in the Hackney Downs vegan market, and Eat Chay in the Broadway Veg-
an Market. Additionally, LEON and Department of Coffee were establish-
ments I happened upon and found they met a large number of my crite-
ria, and Mary Ward Café and Farmstand were brought to my attention by 
others aware of my project. Lastly, I used the mobile application Happy-
Cow, which maps vegan- and vegetarian-friendly restaurants worldwide, 
to find By CHLOE one evening in Covent Garden. 

 With each of these establishments, I first visited and made careful 
observations of all I could tell about the company as a customer, then con-
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tinued on to internet research, namely using the company’s own website 
while occasionally calling upon reviews or promotional articles. There 
is an important distinction to be made between observations and online 
findings, especially when engaging the public in a conversation of sustain-
ability regarding the food industry, as a majority of customers will never 
access an establishment’s website. In general, establishments with little 
to no online information made no effort to make their customers aware 
of sustainability efforts, such as Senzala, while companies with extensive 
information on their websites reflected their dedication to sustainability 
in their stores, such as By CHLOE. One specific establishment stood out 
from this trend, however, having plentiful online information but store-
fronts which seemed contradictory in their lack of educational initiatives, 
meaning the company was paying the high price of sustainability without 
looking to sell it. 

LEON
 This London-based UK fast food chain, LEON, brands itself as 
“naturally fast food,” which they are able to achieve despite the oxymo-
ronic nature of fast food being natural. LEON received a whopping 12 out 
of 13 points on the scorecard I previously outlined, making it the most 
sustainable food establishment I patronized in London. LEON has food 
options for nearly every dietary restriction, with gluten free, vegetarian, 
vegan, wheat free, low calorie, nut free, dairy free, pescatarian, low satu-
rated fat, and low glycemic load options all available and clearly labelled, 
granting it two points for dietary options. Their website even has a conve-
nient algorithm which allows you to select a meal or type of item and filter 
it for what is available for your specific dietary needs. Unlike many other 
establishments which would simply have one or two plant-based meals 
available, LEON’s hallmark success is how it manages to cater towards and 
serve everyone.
 LEON is a founding member of the Sustainable Restaurant 
Association, which heralds responsible sourcing as one of their main 
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tenets. As outlined on LEON’s website, they buy raw, organic honey from 
a British company called Hilltop, which harvests it from certified organic 
lands in Europe, indicating the bees and flowers are not exposed to harsh 
chemicals. They serve sustainably sourced fish, purchasing their cod from 
“sustainable Icelandic shoals” and their salmon from a Kosher certified, 
Freedom Food certified, and Friend of the Sea certified Scottish salmon 
farm which doesn’t use antibiotics or growth promoters. These certifi-
cations assure certain standards of animal welfare, husbandry, fishing 
methods, ecosystem impacts, energy efficiency, and social accountability 
are met. LEON’s chorizo is sourced locally from Catalonia and is nitrate 
free. Their chicken farm, although not free-range due to difficulties retain-
ing a competitive price, is Red Tractor accredited, which assures a high 
standard of animal welfare, food safety, traceability, and environmental 
protection. This farm has a lower carbon footprint than comparable free-
range farms and is visited personally and randomly by the company twice 
a year to ensure they are still satisfied with the conditions on the farm. All 
of this in mind, I awarded LEON a full two points for ethical sourcing. 
 LEON’s choice to switch from free-range to a lower-quality chick-
en farm demonstrates their dedication to affordability, and this concern 
has yielded success. The average meal at LEON is under £10, granting 
them a full three points in affordability. LEON is a chain with 52 locations 
and counting throughout the United Kingdom, and they are planning to 
grow internationally, earning three points for impact scope. They received 
a point for being plastic-free, as this year they have executed a switch from 
plastics to paper, as well as compostable and biodegradable alternatives 
in their straws, cutlery, cups, and takeaway containers. For coffee, they 
created a compostable and recyclable cup using a leak-proof biopolymer 
coating on paperboard made from sustainably managed forests’ wood. In 
addition to this effort, LEON sells a bamboo reusable coffee cup, serves 
in-house hot drinks in washable china, offers a discount for bringing your 
own reusable cup, turns garbage into green energy, anaerobically digests 
food waste into energy, and recycles card, paper, glass, plastic, and tin. 
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Their takeaway containers are made from Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certified materials which are sourced from sustainably managed 
forests and help support workers’ and indigenous peoples’ rights. LEON 
also powers their restaurants with a mixture of wind, solar, hydro, and an-
aerobically digested green energy, uses only LED lighting, and uses energy 
efficient kitchen equipment.
 As a vast majority of the above information was found on LEON’s 
website, I granted one point for their online educational initiatives, as 
they clearly outline and substantiate their commitment to sustainability 
by recognizing how “the restaurant industry has a big impact… so [they] 
can make environmental problems worse, or [they] can work to find 
ways of reducing [their] environmental impact and inspire [their] food 
growers and producers to do the same.” Interestingly enough, though, this 
initiative to inspire environmentalism only reaches backwards along the 
chain of production, omitting customers, which is evident in their store 
fronts. LEON customers are unbothered by and largely unaware of the 
company’s deep dedication to sustainability. Besides branding themselves 
as “natural,” there are no buzzwords advertised regarding their sustain-
ably sourced fish or their zero-waste initiatives. LEON has gone to great 
lengths to build their company upon a pillar of sustainability but has es-
sentially painted it over, which seemed counterintuitive. With the capital 
they must have invested in these eco-friendly plans, one would assume 
they would advertise their efforts to attract the corresponding market, but 
LEON had a different plan. Instead, by reserving their environmentalism 
pitches for those customers truly interested enough to search online for 
the information, LEON is able to appeal to a wider market of consumers. 
Vegans and meat-lovers alike stroll into LEON every day for a convenient, 
healthy meal, and their monetary contribution goes to fund the sustain-
ability efforts of the company and everything it supports, whether the 
customer realizes this or not. While the only point LEON did not earn 
was for failing to engage their customers in a conversation of sustainabili-
ty, they nonetheless soared as the most sustainable establishment I visited 
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in London, leading me to question my placement of educational initiatives 
as a tenet of sustainability.

The Colombian Coffee Company
 To look further into the necessity of restaurants informing cus-
tomers of the ethics behind their purchases, I present The Colombian Cof-
fee Company, the antithesis of LEON in many ways. The Colombian Cof-
fee Company is a London-based roastery which runs a small café called 
Ethical Caffeine in Flat Iron Square in Southwark and a stand in Borough 
Market, one of the most prominent food and drink markets in London. 
I entered this establishment suspecting the bold naming choice to be a 
marketing ploy I could quickly dismantle, but I was pleasantly surprised 
with how incorrect this assumption was. The Colombian Coffee Company 
was founded by Eduardo Florez, who grew up in Colombia and wanted 
to give small-scale farmers a chance at a better standard of life. By buying 
directly from the farmers for a steady above-market price, this company 
is able to sell better quality, single-origin coffees and offer some stability 
to these communities at the mercy of a volatile market and a violent civil 
war. Above this, The Colombian Coffee Company supports community 
development projects, works to educate farmers on the unfamiliar oversea 
coffee market, and supports Colombian artists through exhibitions, social 
media exposure, and donations. This company wants “UK consumers to 
reflect on the impact they make when they buy coffee… [to] give them the 
opportunity to make an honest and positive difference to the world.”
 If their work in and of itself doesn’t make you admire this com-
pany, walking into their café surely would. Upon entering, I was asked if 
I had been to this store before, and once I said I hadn’t, the one barista 
working the intimate establishment, Angie, began telling me the story of 
the company and their mission. She gestured to pictures of the farmers 
and their farms decorating the interior, urged me to smell a jar of each 
origin of bean they sell, and carefully explained each authentic Colom-
bian drink they sell, recommending her favorites. A wholly personalized 
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experience, when I returned to the store to conduct an interview and buy 
a bag of coffee beans about a week later, the same barista recognized me 
and welcomed me back. The small size of the store and the niche location 
allows for every customer to be well attended to by the friendly staff.
 Barista Angie graciously agreed to an interview, which she began 
by explaining her company’s mission to provide good quality coffee to 
Londoners while helping Colombian farmers escape exploitation and 
reach complete independence. She moved to London relatively recently 
and chose to work at Ethical Caffeine because it reminded her of the in-
dependent coffee shop she trained at in Germany. She loves the authentic 
feel of Ethical Caffeine, believes small businesses can make big change, 
and simply feels good about spending her time at this company. Angie 
suspects the quality of their coffee draws customers in more than the 
ethics behind it and credited their stall at the esteemed Borough Market, 
known for its high-quality food, for this. To describe her company’s com-
munity impact, she spoke about a coworker who grew up on a Colombian 
coffee farm. This woman moved to London unskilled and struggling to 
find work until she was hired and trained to be a successful barista. Al-
though this impact is very particular, I found it fitting, as the whole opera-
tion is individualized simultaneously to their employees, their customers, 
and their suppliers. While their reach may be narrow, it is deep.

Comparing LEON and Ethical Caffeine
 Despite my rave review thus far of Ethical Caffeine, they received 
8 out of 13 points on my scorecard. While this seems a low score in com-
parison to LEON, it’s relatively high, scoring in the top third of all London 
establishments I visited. Though the category of dietary options seemed 
unfitting to apply to a coffee shop, they received one point for their prod-
uct being vegetarian. While their black coffees were technically vegan, 
I did not award them the second point as there were no dairy-free milk 
substitutes offered. Ethical Caffeine earned two points for their sourcing 
due to their “beyond Fair Trade” commitment. Fair Trade is a certification 
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which guarantees food is “made according to rigorous social, environ-
mental, and economic standards,” as outlined on the Fair Trade Certi-
fied website, and while Fair Trade coffee is ethical itself, Ethical Caffeine 
pushes beyond these standards by foregoing trade intermediaries and 
connecting directly with their suppliers. I only awarded them one point 
for affordability, though, as their drinks were all priced at £3.30 ($4.40) or 
more, a relatively steep price for a cup of coffee. These elevated prices are 
necessary, however, to be able to maintain their commitment to paying 
their farmers reliable living wages. Ethical Caffeine received one point for 
impact scope, as they have fewer than three locations and seem to have 
a small, dedicated customer base. The company uses Detpak packaging 
products, which are made of materials from sustainable forestry compa-
nies and are either compostable or recyclable. They also serve in-house 
drinks in porcelain cups, granting them a point for being plastic-free. 
Lastly, Ethical Caffeine was one of the very few establishments to receive 
two points for education initiatives, setting my standard for these criteria 
with their thorough website and dedication to speaking with each cus-
tomer about the basics of the company’s mission. In addition to  this, their 
website encompasses social sustainability through a blog dedicated to ad-
dressing a variety of issues including exploitation of aboriginal designs in 
the fashion industry, indigenous empowerment in Colombia, the quality 
and sourcing of the coffee served in London’s court, the Old Bailey, and 
much more.
 Due to vast differences in the market and missions of Ethical Caf-
feine and LEON, it is complicated to compare these two standout London 
establishments. LEON managed to cater to a wider population, offering 
countless dietary options with an affordable price tag at over 50 locations. 
But while they are committed to sustainability behind the scenes, they 
failed to engage their customers in their sustainability efforts. Converse-
ly, Ethical Caffeine offers a niche service of gourmet Colombian coffees 
at a high price in just two locations, serving a small community and a 
small market largely comprised of higher income-earning, “hip” younger 
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people. However, they work diligently to educate their customers about 
the volatility of the coffee industry, the exploitation of Colombian farmers, 
issues facing indigenous populations, and exactly what their cup of coffee 
holds—single origin beans and a real impact. Therefore, I would say Eth-
ical Caffeine is the more ethical company, appropriately so, but LEON is 
the more sustainable company, as indicated by the higher scoring. While I 
have used these two terms rather interchangeably thus far, the distinction 
here lies in the company’s potential. While Ethical Caffeine does more 
holistically, especially concerning social sustainability and educational 
efforts, it has limited opportunity to succeed in expansion and therefore a 
limited impact. LEON, although infinitely less personal, has a greater like-
lihood of success and the ability for a broader impact simply due to their 
breadth, with new stores popping up across the UK regularly and plans 
to expand across Europe and even to the US. LEON does less for more 
people while Ethical Caffeine does more for fewer people, and I believe 
that both the greater influence and the future of food sustainability lie in 
the former.

Eating Ethically in Austin
 London is often heralded as one of the most sustainable cities of 
the world, but it is not alone in this distinction. Among its company are 
cities like Frankfurt, Copenhagen, Amsterdam, Zurich, and Singapore, 
while the United States trails far behind, with a few standouts such as 
Portland and some California cities. Austin, Texas undeniably has strides 
to make before being praised for its sustainability efforts nationally, much 
less globally, but regardless I held it to the same standards as I did Lon-
don, putting my hometown to the test. I again evaluated 15 food estab-
lishments, whose scores ranged from 5 to 12, as shown below, with the 
average score being 7.6 out of the total possible 13 points. Objectively, my 
data from Austin shows generally higher scores, including a higher mini-
mum of 5 rather than 3, a higher median of 8 rather than 7, and a higher 
mean of 7.6 rather than 6.9. Therefore, although London as a whole is 
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regarded as a significantly more sustainable city, Austin seems to offer a 
more sustainable food scene. 

 I began selecting establishments to include in my research by 
including places I frequent whenever I typically go out, as these restau-
rants all accommodate the vegan diet I follow. I considered these places 
as counters to the London establishments, as there was a similar random-
ness about their selection and generally lower standard of sustainability. 
This included Nancy’s Sky Garden, P. Terry’s Burger Stand, Kerbey Lane 
Café, Noon Mediterranean, Bodhi Viet, Blaze Pizza, and Chipotle. I then 
scourged the internet once again to find the most sustainable and ethical 
Austin food establishments, which led me to Casa de Luz, Snap Kitchen, 
Mother’s Café, Counter Culture, Blue Dahlia Bistro, and Sweet Ritual. 
Lastly, Veggie Heaven and True Food Kitchen were two restaurants I 
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had friends recommend to me which reflected enough of my criteria to 
include them in my data. Some of these restaurants had clear London 
counterparts, such as how Counter Culture and By CHLOE both serve 
vegan-only comfort foods, while Bodhi Viet and Eat Chay are vegan food 
trucks. True Food Kitchen and Farmstand both emphasize the freshness 
of their foods, have similar interior décor, and accommodate numerous 
dietary options. Casa de Luz and Mary Ward Café are affordable, com-
munity-focused establishments at which dining feels much like a meal at 
your own home. Kerbey Lane Café and Wahaca specialize in Mexican-in-
spired dishes and are notably vegan-friendly, but are both very popular for 
reasons other than their sustainability efforts. 
 Noticing so many parallels between Austin and London restau-
rants, I hoped to find counterparts to both LEON and Ethical Caffeine, 
the two standout London establishments I studied with the most depth. 
Unfortunately, and despite extensive efforts, I was unable to find a café 
anything like Ethical Caffeine. The most similar Austin-based coffee com-
panies I found were Casa Brasil and Third Coast Coffee, both of which 
focus on ethically-sourced single-origin coffees which directly support 
small-scale farmers in rural communities, much like The Colombian Cof-
fee Company. These two companies, however, are solely coffee roasters, 
and therefore sell beans to other food establishments rather than direct-
ly to a customer base in a café setting. I then found coffee shops across 
Austin serving these beans, but none of these centralize their company on 
sourcing like Ethical Caffeine does, serving other company’s less ethical 
beans as well. My failure to find a comparable Austin establishment only 
upholds the uniqueness of The Colombian Coffee Company, which was 
clear to me from my first visit.

Chipotle
 One establishment immediately stood out to me as a LEON 
counterpart, however, and the scorecard confirmed this parallel for me. 
Chipotle is an international chain recognized for their relatively healthy 
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and relatively fast food, with 18 locations in Austin out of a total 2,400 
establishments. I’ll focus on Chipotle’s influence in the United States, as 
this is where they are based and where their largest presence remains, al-
though they also have locations in Canada, the UK, Germany, and France. 
Chipotle works to accommodate a variety of dietary restrictions, offering 
low calorie, low fat, low sodium, low carb, high protein, vegan, vegetari-
an, dairy-free, gluten-free, sugar-free, and paleo choices. All options are 
identifiable in multiple formats on their website, from a chart outlining 
allergens to a “nutrition calculator” to a tab where you can select your 
dietary restriction and see  what meets your needs. Thus, they earned 
both points for dietary options. Similarly, I awarded them two points for 
sourcing as they emphasize their commitment to local, fresh, real ingre-
dients, buying from farms that “respect the soil” and raise their animals 
in spacious pastures without antibiotics or growth hormones. They also 
have a “Local Grower Initiative,” in which they work to support small 
farmers close to their restaurants by committing up to $10 million for 
education, training, financial assistance, and developing new partnerships. 
Chipotle earned a full three points for affordability, as the average meal 
is right around $10, and three more points for impact scope as they are a 
hugely popular chain. The one point I did not award was for plastic use, as 
Chipotle hands out plastic utensils, lids, sauce containers, and straws with 
each meal. While they do use a paperboard bowl and recyclable paper 
takeaway bags, Chipotle has a long way to go to match LEON’s standard 
of waste management, with no results for searches of the words “compost,” 
“recycle,” “biodegradable,” “trash,” and “waste” on their website. Lastly, I 
granted Chipotle the full two points for educational initiatives, as their 
stores have posters informing customers of their commitment to serv-
ing ethical ingredients and their website contains abundant information 
on their sourcing and ingredients, highlighting how they’re “working 
to cultivate a better world… with every burrito [they] roll.” Above this, 
Chipotle has a unique marketing strategy where they cover their cups and 
takeaway bags with hand-drawn designs and various narratives, adding an 
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aspect of social sustainability through their support of artists and authors 
and providing the company the chance to directly educate customers on 
sustainability, such as one detailing how “every two minutes in America, 
sixty thousand paper cups are chucked.” 
 All in all, Chipotle earned the exact same score I granted to 
LEON, 12 out of 13 points, but this does not mean the companies are 
equally sustainable, as these two chains fell short in different categories. 
In a direct comparison, I would deem LEON as the more sustainable 
establishment, as they have committed themselves to more initiatives 
outside my criteria, especially concerning waste management and energy 
consumption. LEON also manages to cater to a wider population, as they 
offer a variety of cuisines, while Chipotle solely offers Mexican-inspired 
dishes. The only aspect of sustainability Chipotle executes with more 
success than LEON is their educational initiatives, which I question the 
effectiveness of. Chipotle is about fifty times larger of a chain than LEON 
by number of locations, and even taking into consideration the US being 
about four times larger than the UK, Chipotle is still the more prominent 
chain in its country. Despite this, the US is a significantly less sustainable 
country than the UK, demonstrating the limited educational impact food 
establishments are capable of. If Chipotle were to focus instead on re-
thinking their packaging, however, they alone could decrease the plastic 
content of US landfills. Additionally, while Chipotle vaguely outlines their 
commitment to locally and ethically sourcing their ingredients, they fail 
to expand upon or substantiate this claim with specifics of farms and 
certifications like LEON does. This may also be due to chain size, though, 
as Chipotle covers more area and therefore has many more local suppliers, 
which would make detailing each farm on their website extremely diffi-
cult, if not impossible due to high changeability. Regardless, much like 
my comparison of LEON and Ethical Caffeine, I feel LEON has a broader 
impact on a smaller scale, while Chipotle has a narrower impact on a larg-
er scale. However, in this case scale is insignificant, as Chipotle has been 
unable to revolutionize the American fast food industry quite like LEON 
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has in the UK.

Comparing London and Austin

 Overall, the London food establishments seem to focus their 
sustainability efforts on ethical sourcing and waste management, where-
as Austin establishments are embracing plant-based diets and income 
accessibility. As evident by comparing the scorecard distributions below, 
the criteria I created to judge sustainability favors the latter, meaning the 
restaurants I visited in Austin were closer to an ultimate goal of ethical 
food consumption. 
 However, placing a quantitative, objective lens on an issue so 
complex and multifaceted ignores both the shortcomings of the victor 
and the strengths of the runner-up. Austin has room for growth both in 
dealing with food industry waste and in sourcing of ingredients. Local 
sourcing, while a step in the right direction for lowering transportation 
emissions and providing fresher food, does not always equate to ethical 
sourcing. There are likely a multitude of farms within and surrounding 
Austin using genetically modified crops, excessive pesticides, and growth 
hormones in their products. Similarly, Austin is widely embracing vegan-
ism as a momentary trend, and while more plates sans meat and dairy are 
always beneficial to the environment due to their lower carbon footprint, 
this is not enough to consider a diet wholly sustainable. Conversely, 
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London has a way to go in improving advertising and thereby knowl-
edge of food sustainability and ensuring plant-based diets are accessible. 
Although my perspective is limited from the short time I was in the city, 
London seems to be less focused on public awareness for food sustainabil-
ity than Austin, although I am unsure whether that is due to companies’ 
marketing strategies or simply the city’s demographics, as London has a 
much larger and more diversified population than that of Austin. In Lon-
don, a vegan diet seemed more exclusive to a largely white, middle-to-up-
per class, young demographic, with an abundance of spaces catering to 
them through both aesthetics and affordability. This is not to say London 
is unprecedented in this trend, however, as healthy diets are unaffordable 
in most developed nations including the United States, as seen through 
food deserts and rising obesity levels, but that is a topic deserving of 
its own paper. The vegan-friendly spaces I entered in London from the 
Broadway Vegan Market to much of Brick Lane presented a dismal lack 
of diversity demonstrative of the inaccessibility of plant-based diets in 
London, with notable exceptions few and far between such as Mary Ward 
Café and LEON. Therefore, taking a holistic view of all aspects of food 
sustainability, Austin leads the way in offering an ethical diet, as it is more 
easily identifiable and accessible to residents of Austin, Texas, than what is 
offered to those living in London.

Study Limitations
 Despite extensive efforts to make my research as consistent 
and reliable as possible, there were a number of shortcomings within 
my methodology which could be skewing the results of the study. First, 
being from Austin myself, my personal concept of sustainability has been 
undeniably shaped by my environment, and thus the scorecard I creat-
ed may have inherently favored Austin, which would explain the higher 
ratings. Even this, though, assumes that the scorecard itself was reason-
able and accurate in its weighting of the different aspects of sustainability. 
I weighed dietary options, ethical sourcing, and educational initiatives 
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equally in their influence on the overall score of the establishment, while 
I gave affordability and scope the greatest weight and waste management 
the least. While I maintain my reasoning for the scorecard as delineated 
on page four, the assumptions I made when deciding the importance of 
each category may not have been entirely accurate or representative of the 
respective impact this tenet of the business truly has.
 Additionally, a disparity between my method of research between 
London and Austin lies in the area I covered. As pictured on the following 
page, the London establishments, though sprawling across the edges of 
the city from Stratford to Brixton, were more centralized on the city, with 
the two farthest establishments being 11 miles apart. The Austin establish-
ments, however, were centralized in two different places—in the heart of 
downtown Austin and in far North Austin, closer to my residence in the 
suburb of Round Rock. The two farthest Austin establishments I studied 
are 22 miles apart, twice the spread of the London study. Thus, I only 
studied the city of London itself, whereas I studied the greater Austin area. 
This was partly due to my methods of transportation, as in London I was 
using the extensive public transportation network while I have my own 
car in Austin, enabling me to travel farther more conveniently. Further-
more, London proved to be a much more walkable city, partially due to 
my reliance on public transportation and partially due to the 70° Fahr-
enheit average being much more comfortable than the 100° Fahrenheit 
average temperature in Austin. This walkability allowed for me to discover 
London establishments in a more organic fashion, where I solely relied 
upon personal knowledge and online recommendations in Austin. Lastly, 
my research largely relied upon my being an average customer, limiting 
my information to observations as a patron and anything covered on the 
company’s website. Thus, there were some aspects of establishments I 
may have been left unaware of, such as disposable containers I assumed 
to be plastic but were truly a biodegradable plastic-substitute. Still, I feel 
this added to the authenticity of my study, as my aim was to focus on the 
experiences and choices of the individual consumer.
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The Way Forward
 At the beginning of this research I believed sustainability was 
a buzzword often used to bolster sales without truly respecting it as the 
backbone of the business. However, LEON demonstrates how sustain-
ability sells only to a very specific audience, and by pushing it to a back-
ground initiative, they are able to appeal to a larger customer base and 
therefore strengthen the impacts of their efforts. This marketing strategy 
was unique to LEON and unseen in the US, perhaps due to the cultural 
difference of Europe being generally more environmentally concerned, 
or perhaps due to the American obsession with profit, as businesses in 
the US typically will not fund the cost of sustainability without believing 
it will lead them to higher profits. Despite this, I found more Austin food 
establishments undertaking educational efforts. This led me to question 
whether or not awareness is fundamental to affecting change, against my 
personal belief that the conversation of the environmental impact our 
plates can make is an important one to be had. More broadly, I was led to 
question who is responsible for leading the modern transition to ethical 
food consumption—the consumers or the producers? 
 I believe there are three paths to attaining this shift toward 
ethical food consumption: a consumer-driven one caused by a cultural 
revolution, one forced by producers changing what is sold and therefore 
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available for consumption, or one administered by implementing environ-
mental regulations on the food industry. Educational initiatives are most 
essential for execution of the first shift, which is the most difficult path, as 
convincing a majority of the population to alter their lifestyle to be more 
sustainable is somewhere between ambitious and absurd. The second 
option is more feasible, as demonstrated by the broad success of both 
Chipotle and LEON, but still far off since most food producers will and 
must prioritize profit over personal environmental concerns in order to 
remain in business and be competitive. Hence, the final alternative seems 
the most immediately attainable, as overarching food administrations 
are already strictly in place, such as the United States’ Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), the United Kingdom’s Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency (MHRA), and various other equivalent 
agencies across the globe. While the current US administration would 
immediately reject any such initiatives, the government is capable of en-
forcing a cap on the carbon footprint of each food establishment’s menu, 
similar to how buildings currently have to meet certain standards for their 
efficiency and emissions. Such legislation has the ability to revolutionize 
our diets, the way we prepare our food, and the impact our plates have 
on the environment, but it would not be easily constructed or passed. 
This suggestion may not even be realistic, as a multitude of factors would 
need to be accounted for including, differing requirements for differently 
sized establishments, the impact on the factory farming industry and its 
job market, and disproportionate effects on meat-focused establishments, 
communities, and dishes, such as the much-loved Texan barbeque or 
British fish and chips. Consequently, this solution isn’t wholly viable, ei-
ther. For this reason, I believe consumers are the most likely force to lead 
this shift by choosing to patronize only ethical establishments and thus 
boost profits for those who herald sustainability as a main tenet of their 
business, causing more companies to reform their practices accordingly. 
This path is a lengthy and laborious one, however, and it begins with the 
individual. We must be diligent in encouraging the people in our lives to 
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reform their consumption habits and in informing ourselves on the con-
duct of the companies we support, unafraid of perpetuating the stereotype 
of the outspoken vegan. This initiative relies on people acknowledging the 
importance of using their money as their voice, as this is the language the 
companies with the power to make a substantial impact speak. After all, 
“every time you spend money, you’re casting a vote for the kind of world 
you want.”
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