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Six-legged cattle
In the quest for affordable, efficiently produced protein in an increasingly hungry world, 
some may have no choice but to set aside their bug bias 

SOCIETY

By Tate Zandstra

Jet black and menacing, the scor-
pion crouched rampant on the far 
end of the table. The gaudy lights of 
Bangkok's famous tourist ghetto,

 Khao San Road, glinted off its ar-
moured body and gathered like rain-
bow-hued pools in its cold, black eyes. 
As Zak Buttel spread fried red ants on a 
slice of pizza, this hellish looking castoff 
glared at me, it seemed, with deep-fried 
hatred. It looked less like food than a 
measurable threat. Zak and I had come 
to the 7-11 cafe (plastic chairs and ta-
bles set before a 7-11) as part of a social 
experiment. The idea was not only to 
test other people's reaction to the pros-
pect of having little legs and wings stuck 

in their teeth, but also to test our own 
ingrained cultural resistance to such.

The human population will reach seven 
billion sometime this year. Developing 
nations such as China and India are be-
coming wealthy and acquiring the same 
expensive and inefficient tastes as the 
Western world. Overfished and unregu-
lated global fish grounds, which provide 
the cheap, plentiful protein necessary to 
many poor nations, are crashing. Then 
there is the problem of pollution. Many 
experts, including some from the United 
Nations, theorise that in the quest for 
affordable, efficiently produced pro-
tein, insects might become a valuable 
food source for an increasingly crowded 

world. In Southeast Asia, however, this is 
old news.

As hunter-gatherers, humans would 
likely have eaten insects whenever and 
wherever they were available. In at least 
half the world's cultures, insects still 
contribute to the average diet. The UN's 
Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) last year announced an initiative 
to organise production and distribution 
of insects to help alleviate malnutrition 
and poverty in one of Southeast Asia's 
poorest nations: Laos. 

The project aims to make insects part of 
the solution to Laos' chronic malnutri-
tion rates. As stated in the FAO report, 
95% of Laotians eat insects in some 

Protein pleasure: 
there are roughly 

1,200 edible insect 
species including 
worms, termites 

and beetles

"In at least half the 
world's cultures, insects 
still contribute to the 

average diet"
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New order: the demand for "mini livestock" is likely to grow in the future as 
producers seek alternatives to inefficient livestock production

people. There was an FAO conference 
about this last year and the question was: 
how are we going to feed this world?"

One thing is sure: current methods of 
production need to be revised, even revo-
lutionised, if we are to fairly distribute 
food. Some biologists and historians have 
suggested that Western cultures began to 
regard insects as enemies sometime after 
the dawn of large-scale agriculture. Bibli-
cal tradition compartmentalises swarms of 
locusts as harbingers of death and evil, but 
in a bizarre twist of logic we now dump 
poison on food crops to rid them of bugs. 

"If they don't have any damage, they go 
to the grocery, and that's your view of the 
tomato," Dicke says. "As long as they meet 
the requirements of the food agency, 
there can be all sorts of things in there, 
no problem! I can tell you that each and 
every one of you is eating insects, with-
out exception. You're eating at least 500 
grams per year." He challenged the audi-
ence: "What are you eating: tomato soup, 
peanut butter, chocolate?" Any processed 
food contains insects "because insects are 
here all around us". 

Livestock, meanwhile, is probably the 
least efficient method of protein produc-
tion. One estimate suggests it takes 45kg 
of feed and many gallons of water to pro-
duce just 4.5kg of beef. The same amount 
of feed produces 20kg of crickets. The 
question is: who wants to eat cricket?

Although food presentation is less 
important to the hungry, marketing to 
more finicky tastes is a different matter. 
Udon Thani-based Thailand Unique 
offers vacuum-packed, flavoured ar-
thropods on a flashy website. Listed by 
their common and Latin names, they're 
described in detail: their biology, inter-
esting facts, shelf life, and the herbs and 
spices they're cooked with. It might be a 
view of things to come: mixing the ac-
ceptable with the exotic, the site even of-
fers a vodka-flavoured scorpion lollipop.

Acquired taste
"When I first started coming here, they 

used to serve grasshoppers at the bar." 
Richard Rochester grimaces, sipping a 
Margarita outside El Diablo, his Chiang 

Mai Burrito joint. "The first time I tried 
an insect, I thought: what the hell? It 
squirted a lot of juices." After 25 years 
in Thailand and Myanmar, he has yet to 
warm to the idea of insects as food. In 
that same time, Asia's population and 
economy has grown explosively, and as 
Marcel Dicke cautioned: "Anyone that 
gets wealthier starts to eat more and also 
starts to eat more meat." Since Richard 
first saw grasshoppers on the bar top, 
annual meat consumption per capita in 
China has jumped from 20kg to 50kg 
and is still on the increase. 

This is still far shy of the developed 
world, where some 80kg of meat is con-
sumed per person, per year. The number 
drops to 25kg in the developing world, 
but tops an incredible 120kg in the US. 
"There are a lot of problems that come 
with meat production; we are faced with 
that more and more often," says Dicke. 
"The first problem is human health. Pigs 
are much like us. They are even models in 
medicine and that means they can share 
diseases with us."

By comparison, some 80% of the 
world's life forms walk on six legs. There 
are between 200 and 2,000kg of insects 
for each human on this planet. In terms 

"I worry about that," said Pee Air, who 
owns Sukhothai Ruam Malaeng, a whole-
sale and retail insect food business out of 
Chiang Mai's Ruam Chok Market. "Many 
brands of chemicals are used, but my in-
sects are chemical-free because I collect 
them myself." She says maengdas – in-
sects with an unfortunate resemblance to 
a cockroach and gathered in rice fields – 
are chemical-free because "they are flying 
when I get them. I catch them alive and 
immediately freeze them to keep them 
fresh." She opens her freezer to display her 
frozen horde. "I do almost all of the work 
collecting and finding them myself," she 
said. "Come back tomorrow and I will 
show you how I cook them."

Big appetite
"The situation in the world is going to 

change for everyone; the population on 
this earth is growing very rapidly… expo-
nentially," award-winning entomologist 
Marcel Dicke said during a lecture last 
year in Holland. "At the moment we have 
something between six and seven bil-
lion people… it will grow to about nine 
billion by 2050, and that means that we 
have a lot more mouths to feed and this 
is something that worries more and more 

form, with some frequency. According to 
a 2007 World Food Programme study, 
40% of Lao children are "malnourished 
or stunted; the most severe incidence in 
Southeast Asia". "Insects," the UN report 
quoted Dr Vonglokham Phouvanh of 
the FAO as saying, "can provide a good 
source of protein, fats, carbohydrates, cal-
cium, vitamins and other minerals; this is 
an essential part of human nutrition." 

To farm insects, "you don't need lots of 
land," said FAO vice-minister of Plan-
ning and Investment, Dr Bounthavy 
Sisouphantong. "You don't need lots of 
equipment and you don't need that much 
knowledge." To create a proper industry, 
however, quality control must first be ad-
dressed – a recurring issue with chefs and 
vendors on the more affluent Thai side of 
the border.

of pure biomass, insects are far more 
abundant than we are. They are the ba-
sis of food chains, pollinate one-third of 
fruit crops and control pests. 

"Oh yeah!" said a passerby back on Khao 
San. "Nothing goes with Chang [beer] like 
scorpion!" Still, he wasn't about to break a 
piece of the beast off. Claws raised, stinger 
sharp and ready, it held us at bay, fierce 
even in death. The ant pizza, however, was 
no big deal. If I didn't look at the ants, all 
I could taste was the basil they were fried 
with. Long as a finger, the locusts were 
next: not so different from a French fry, 
once a helpful hill tribe woman showed 
us how to strip the legs and head off the 
body. Finally, the scorpion met its end 
when a fearless (and slightly drunk) Ca-
nadian backpacker sized it up and decided 
she wasn't afraid. "It's gross. It tastes like 
pool water." 

I've since shared a scorpion over a bottle 
of cheap rice whiskey with an Isaan-born 
night security guard in Bangkok. It tast-
ed crunchy and greasy; little more. The 
benefit, he suggested obscenely, would be 
that if I had a girlfriend, I might find that 
the scorpion lent me some extra noctur-
nal prowess. Perhaps that might work as 
a selling point in the West.

Crispy treats: Holland's Wa-
geningen University is leading 
research into the viability 
of extracting insect protein 
for use in food products. 
Researchers say such protein, 
like soy, can be used to give 
food a meat-like texture

Big bug: there is a higher chance of catching a disease from a mammal than an insect; to date no one has suffered "mad scorpion disease"
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