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Preface

Nourishing Communities: From Fractured Food Systems to Transformative
Pathways is the product of more than a decade of collaborative work by a network
of scholars, community-based partners and practitioners interested in constructing
more sustainable and just food systems. Established in 2007, the Nourishing
Communities research network aimed to foster direct connections between uni-
versity- and community-based actors, and to draw on tools rooted in both theory
and practice to support food system transformation. Our early work was based
primarily in the province of Ontario, Canada, where we explored a wide range of
sustainable food systems initiatives in an effort to better understand their successes,
innovations and challenges and make their experiences more accessible to a wider
audience. Drawing on the varied backgrounds and areas of expertise of the net-
work’s first members, we adopted an interdisciplinary approach and collaborated
closely with regionally anchored community organizations, businesses and gov-
ernment personnel representing the interrelated actors that comprise a food system.

As our work evolved, so too did these relationships and connections with
community partners from different sectors, creating a number of opportunities. For
example, we began to more explicitly incorporate participatory action research into
our activities, collaborating in action-oriented projects with a food justice organi-
zation in eastern Ontario, a participatory research network with close ties to First
Nations communities in northern Ontario, and a municipal government and food
system roundtable in the south-western part of the province. Beyond those specific
in-depth efforts, we also began to turn more directly to our growing network of
partners to inform our data collection and analysis and to more fundamentally shape
our work by identifying their most pressing research needs. We established a
system of multi-actor regional advisory committees that, through regular meetings
and ongoing communication, could identify areas of investigation crucial to
understanding key challenges and promising trajectories for the development of
sustainable and resilient place-based community food systems. Drawing heavily on
the ideas and expertise shared by these advisors, our work in Ontario has explored a
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number of specific themes related to local sustainable food systems, including
tensions between food affordability and producer livelihoods; connections between
food and housing security; access to land for new farmers; creative food distribution
models that serve both small farm and limited access communities; and innovative
food initiative financing strategies such as crowdfunding.

While this research helped us to better understand the ongoing transformations
in Ontario’s diverse food systems, it was clear that our work would be far richer if it
could be expanded in scope to allow for trans-local learning beyond the boundaries
of one Canadian province. Building upon the solid structural foundation of
community-university partnership that had been developed through our efforts in
Ontario, we began to extend the network by turning to colleagues in other parts of
Canada, as well as the USA, Europe, Africa and Latin America, fostering more
active relationships of collaboration with them and, by extension, their networks of
community partners. As a result of this process, the Nourishing Communities
research network has evolved to become a continuously growing global network of
scholars and practitioners deeply concerned about food system transformation.

Housed in Waterloo, Ontario, at Wilfrid Laurier University’s Centre for
Sustainable Food Systems, our collaborative research and action projects continue
to be shaped by advisory committees that, now regional, national and international
in scope, ensure our connection to a wide range of grass-roots, place-based food
initiatives. Simultaneously, these activities create opportunities for dialogue at a
global scale regarding the imagination and construction of more sustainable food
systems. As we have grown from a regionally focused to a global community of
practice, the Nourishing Communities research network has remained committed to
the spirit of multi-actor engagement and interdisciplinarity—as well as to the
participatory, action-oriented approach grounded in community-identified priorities
—that informed our initial work. In all of our work, we actively seek to cultivate
and maintain relationships with community partners that are based on an exchange
of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity that brings
mutual benefit to all those involved.

While the chapters in this collection could not possibly cover the full scope of
collaborative projects associated with our network, this collection of chapters
represents many of the key learnings of the Nourishing Communities work to date
and highlights some of the commonalities and divergences of the sustainable food
system research and practice engaged in by our group. Our research partnership has
grown from a handful of actors in 2007 to now include nearly one hundred orga-
nizations, from universities and research centres to small community-based orga-
nizations. As we have worked to weave together the diversity of initiatives and
experiences represented by Nourishing Communities, we are gradually fine-tuning
our understandings of some of the key concepts used in our work. Far from offering
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any definitive conclusions, Nourishing Communities aims to provide a general
foundation for the interrogation of sustainability and transformation of food sys-
tems, with a recognition that specific conceptualizations and uses of these concepts
are contested and context specific—as pathways to food systems transformation.

Ottawa, Canada Irena Knezevic
Thunder Bay, Canada Charles Z. Levkoe
Guelph, Canada Erin Nelson
Ottawa, Canada Phil Mount
Waterloo, Canada Alison Blay-Palmer
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, hundreds of community food initiatives have sprung up
across North America. Diverse as they are in their mandates and levels of success,
they collectively contribute to transformational changes to food systems. Take the
example of FoodShare in Toronto. In 1985, the City of Toronto was experiencing
deep economic crisis and, along with it, a crisis of food insecurity. As part of the
response, the municipal government funded a small $30,000 pilot project designed
to connect food donors with people in need. Early leaders of this initiative, which
was given the name FoodShare, recognized that reliance on a charity-based model
of emergency food relief would never adequately address the problems of poverty
and hunger that were plaguing the city. As a result, FoodShare decided to focus its
efforts on coordinating food aid, but also advocating for systemic solutions such as
increasing the minimum wage, providing more affordable housing and day care,
getting trucks coming from the Ontario Food Terminal to supply co-op markets and
improving social assistance. They also made it a priority to research the underlying
causes of rising rates of food insecurity and food bank use in the city. Although
initially there was just one staff person and a tiny budget, the agenda was ambitious
and that ambition proved effective. By 2016, FoodShare had become one of
Canada’s leading food movement organizations, distributing more than two million
pounds of fresh fruits and vegetables through a range of programmes, including a
Good Food Box, urban agriculture sites, partnerships with several remote northern
Indigenous communities and student nutrition programmes delivered in partnership
with School Boards, their Foundations, Toronto Public Health and community
groups serving more than 1,77,000 students across more than 500 schools. Given
this success, it is not surprising that, in 2012, the United Nations Special Rapporteur
on the Right to Food, Olivier De Schutter, included a visit to FoodShare as part of
his Canadian mission. This provided an opportunity for the organization to raise the
profile of its long-time advocacy for a national student nutrition policy and broader
changes to Canada’s public food system. To this day, FoodShare continues to be a
key voice in conversations about the development of a national food policy that
could support a transformation to more sustainable food systems.
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The story of FoodShare is central to the message in this book for two reasons.
First, the organization has always been deeply committed to combining research
and practice to maximize the impact of its work. As one of the founding partners
of the Nourishing Communities network, FoodShare exemplifies the spirit of
community-engaged scholarship that informs food systems research and practice.
Second, FoodShare demonstrates that “because of its material, cultural and social
importance, food is special in its power to mobilize people to action” (FoodShare,
n.d.), and the complexity, scope and success of its programmes offer a clear
demonstration of how efforts to increase access to healthy food, support local
farmers and provide food education can serve as pathways for broader transfor-
mation of our food systems and, by extension, our society.

Transformation is necessary, given the current state of the dominant food sys-
tem. The corporate-led industrial food system has been constructed through cen-
turies of capitalism, colonialism and industrialization and governed by the drive for
power and profit (Patel 2007; Albritton 2009). Each of those historical trajectories
has worked to stratify and segment communities, economies and the environment.
As contemporary forms of neoliberal capitalism are characterized by increased
privatization, decreased regulation and “free” trade,1 it is promoted as a pathway to
increased personal (and, by association, business) liberties. However, its conse-
quences have been far reaching and perhaps most poignantly evident in the realm of
food, where stratification and segmentation have been enormously damaging.

From Fractured Food Systems to Transformative Pathways

The journey of food from the fields, forests and oceans to our plates and back into
the soil weaves together a multitude of biological, material and social elements in
that complex set of relationships we call a “food system”. This interrelated
assemblage of people, ecosystems and food itself not only describes the conver-
gence of multiple systems, but also reflects the particular constraints, possibilities
and aspirations of place that are much more than the sum of their individual parts
(Levkoe and Wakefield 2013). Key to food systems scholarship is the recognition
that all of these processes and elements are inextricably linked. In contrast, the
economic logic inherent to neoliberalism splits apart, stratifies and silos sectors,
governments, people and nature from each other. This creates an atomistic set of
relationships, where food systems are broken into component parts understood as
individual actors rather than parts of communities, bioregions and networks. The
neoliberal food system is not entirely devoid of integration, as we can observe in the
scale and reach of major agri-food conglomerates that integrate economic activities
horizontally (absorbing smaller enterprises) and vertically (up and down the value

1As this trade (especially in food) is still very much governed by logics and regulations that benefit
the larger corporate players, it is only “free” to those who benefit directly.

xii Introduction



chain). Such integration, however, only concentrates political and economic power
and through promoting competition serves to further fracture the food system. At
the same time, the structure of this industrial political economy precludes the
fostering and convergence of collaborative synergies needed to effectively deal with
complex and pressing global problems. Neoliberalism’s inherently profit-driven,
market-focused and segmented structure renders it incapable of acknowledging or
dealing with difficult challenges. While private corporations are seeing record
profits and immense benefit, the majority of the world’s population faces growing
pressures with a limited ability to bring about the needed structural changes.

It is increasingly acknowledged that the industrial food system—from produc-
tion to consumption to waste management—has dispersed a suite of common
challenges to communities around the globe (Patel 2007; Roberts 2013;
Blay-Palmer et al. 2015). Examples of food system dysfunction that have emerged
from this neoliberal segmentation abound. They include the push by corporations
for costly, high-technology fixes for small-scale farmers. They encompass the
enormous scale of greenhouse gas emissions caused by industrial food production
and distribution, which account for up to 57% of total global emissions (GRAIN
2011). There is also the damage to human health caused by the double burden of
persistent food insecurity coupled with increasing food-related health problems and
non-communicable diseases. Predatory bi- and multilateral “free” trade deals are
also part of this dysfunction and have a proven track record of degrading local food
systems, combined with the increased enclosure of the land, seed and gene com-
mons as corporations increasingly take private ownership of these resources, and
displace and impoverish communities (ETC Group 2015). Escalating rates of
food-related disease, increasing and entrenched food insecurity, shifting growing
conditions, declining farm incomes, increasing rural–urban migration, ageing farm
populations and increasing structural barriers to local food are common, and
increasing challenges are felt in both the global north and south (McMichael 2011;
Van der Ploeg 2013). These examples, and many others, illustrate how the
neoliberal order has worked to pull people apart from the sources of their food,
from their environment, from basic resources such as land and water, and from one
another. The industrialization of food, as Canadian food scholar-practitioner
Brewster Kneen described more than two decades ago, has produced multiple forms
of distancing in the food system (Kneen 1995), and these examples point to a series
of pressing needs generated through the resulting segmentation (Friedmann 1994;
Kneen 1995; Hendrickson and Heffernan 2002).

As the economy lurches from one crisis to another, communities look for ways
to reduce and reverse stratification and segmentation, by creating alternatives that
highlight commonality rather than difference, prioritize engaged participation and
build collaborative solutions to shared problems. Community-based food hubs,
farm-to-school programmes and multi-stakeholder food cooperatives are just a few
examples of alternative approaches designed to transform food systems (Feenstra
2002; Elton 2010; Hinrichs and Lyson 2010; Winne 2010; Gottlieb and Joshi 2010;
Levkoe 2015). Nourishing Communities builds on existing research about alter-
native food initiatives and food movements to explore how a systems approach to
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food can bring about health and well-being through enhanced cohesion. Food can
make it possible for citizens, practitioners, policy-makers and academics to
understand the connections between the social, economic and ecological aspects of
sustainability. Initiatives that build community food system resilience have the
potential to act as pillars for regional transformation in concentrated urban areas,
isolated and remote rural environments and also bridge between the two spaces.
A systems approach offers an integrated, nonlinear way to understand challenges.
Given the lack of synergy between government departments, between disciplines
and across sectors, a systems approach is critical to realize transformation (Fraser
2005). Clare Hinrichs notes, “What commends many “systems” approaches is their
attention to comprehensiveness, connections, juxtapositions, places of leverage, and
potential feedback” (2010: 26). However, she also challenges us to be mindful
of the blinders and boundaries that can come with systems thinking. Systems
approaches can prevent researchers from looking for the disconnections in their
efforts to find the connectivity. Making choices about the boundaries of a system
unavoidably limits the extent of research and analysis—in some ways a necessary
limit, as it is impossible to study everything at the same time. Similarly, systems
approaches set up the “field of concern” (Hinrichs 2010: 27), which can be par-
ticularly challenging when looking at power and social justice issues, as researchers
must decide who is included and who is not.

To understand how innovative initiatives can transform the dominant food
system, we must identify why such transformations are needed in the first place. As
evidenced by the multifaceted initiatives highlighted in our book, sustainable food
systems work allows us to weave together diverse approaches in the efforts to
contribute to collective resilience and well-being. As Garnett (2013) explains,
problems—from environment to health—have their roots in excess and insuffi-
ciency, rather than technology or individual decisions. A sustainable food system
transformation approach seeks equity for all actors in the food system:

At its ethical heart lies an emphasis on social justice…the emphasis is on the responsibility
of the system to deliver the desired objectives rather than on the individual…it questions
the ability of the market, as it stands, to deliver benefits equitably (Garnett 2013: 4).

Sustainable food system transformation is about changing relationships over
space and time to bring about the needed structural transformations, change power
and class imbalances and heal disconnections. Given the fractured and compart-
mentalized realities that different organizations and institutions inhabit, tolerate and
reproduce, bringing about change is a tall order.

Place-based considerations are fundamental to sustainable food systems: there is
no one-size-fits-all solution (Marsden 2012; Knezevic et al. 2013). The chapters in
Nourishing Communities shine a light on myriad ways in which community-driven
actors are working to foster food systems that are socially just, embed food in local
economies, regenerate the environment and actively engage citizens by breaking
down the segmentation through the forging of communities of food practice.
Through integration, they are creating synergies where the zero-sum game rules of
neoliberalism do not apply. As Sekler (2009) argues, neoliberalism works in
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multiple and adaptive ways and in a variety of realms, so countering it also has to
be multifaceted and dynamic (pp. 62–63). The process of articulating the way that
food systems have been fractured illuminating the transformative pathways is the
focus of Nourishing Communities.

Methodology and Approach

A key contribution made by Nourishing Communities is the focus on approaches
and methodologies that both support and recognize the value of community-based
practices. Throughout this, book, we identify success stories, challenges and
opportunities that link practitioner experience to critical debates in food studies,
practice and policy. By making current practices visible to scholars, this book
speaks to people engaged in the co-creation of knowledge. Nourishing
Communities’ case studies identify existing and needed capacity as well as path-
ways to food systems transformation. By describing these underexplored oppor-
tunities to make connections between segmented issues, we make the practice more
accessible to scholars and the scholarship more connected to practitioners. The
research described in all of the chapters is rooted in community engagement and, in
many cases, active practices of transformation. While the traditional academic
approach is to collect research and translate it into scholarship that adds to social
theory, this book has been constructed through a grounded, integrative and par-
ticipatory methodology.

We are writing in the midst of a complex set of existing debates around
agroecology, food sovereignty, gender, race, social justice, colonialism and class.
While these themes are present within, and deeply inform our work, many of these
important debates are not explicitly addressed in this book. Rigorous
community-based scholarship demands an approach that engages relevant and
operational theory. As with all scholarship and practice, the authors decide where,
how and what questions to ask. In many cases, the research direction and questions
emerged directly from the communities of practice. Consequently, there may appear
to be some misalignment between a critical academic framing and what is useful
and relevant on the ground. To communicate the results of their community-based
research, the authors in this volume strive to speak directly and equally to the
academic-practitioner and the practitioner-academic. The result is a set of chapters
rich in relevant detail and innovative practices that serve as a starting point for
theoretical engagement without privileging the theoretical as the ultimate goal.

Our work is still developing, and we continue to look for ways to better bridge
contemporary theory and the lived experiences of our research participants and
community co-researchers. Whereas racialization, class differences and the rural–
urban tensions are all featured to some degree in this volume, several major the-
oretical streams regarding social justice are not addressed here. Most palpably,
considerations of gender remain largely underdeveloped in this account. Given the
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excellent body of literature that already exists on this topic (Counihan 1999;
Federici 2012; Sachs 2013), our ongoing research agenda attempts to better
incorporate gender theory in our work as a complement to the integrity of
community-driven research.

As a result of a shared vision founded in sustainable food systems, social capital
is developed and strengthened in and between the communities of research and
practice in the process of iterative research-creation, knowledge-mobilization net-
works. While the approach is the same, the questions and challenges to nourishing
communities are context specific, so that every chapter is based in specific com-
munity needs. Partnerships and ongoing community consultation about research
tools—and who to include in our research—are the basis of the community-defined
research, helping all parties to define needs and identify transformational pathways
as part of their communities of food practice.

As researchers, we are all committed to and integrated into communities of food
practice. We have many common beliefs in terms of our commitments to more
socially just and ecologically regenerative food systems. Part of our commitment is
to recognize our positionality, how we are different and where we disagree. We are
also conscious that, as academics, we have certain power and privilege in relation to
the communities we work with. As described in the chapters, we have attempted to
use the research processes as a way to redistribute resources when possible by
providing salaries to community-based researchers, supporting our community
partners to speak with their own voices at conferences and in publications, and
providing opportunities to contribute at all stages of the research.

The findings are a product of our participatory methodologies that explore links
between sustainability and social justice through storytelling and community-based
research. Given the complexity of different food systems, the diverse and com-
peting voices demand multiple, context-specific approaches and pathways for the
co-creation of knowledge. Research tools include community engagement, inter-
views, focus groups, workshops and photovoice. The people integrated through this
work are from multiple political jurisdictions (municipal, regional, national, inter-
national), policy spheres (e.g. economic development, agriculture, education, the
environment) and sectors (public, private, civil society). The work is also inter-
disciplinary, bringing together academics from communication studies, environ-
mental studies, geography, health sciences, landscape architecture, law, nutrition,
planning, political science, psychology and social work.

As a result, the research is relevant for food studies scholarship and
community-based programmes that have practical impact. Policy-makers and sha-
pers will find in the case studies practices that illuminate pathways towards policies
that will support a sustainable and just food system. For those doing practical
research/critically informed practice, these chapters exemplify different ways to do
and write about scholarship rooted in both critical thought and community-based
practice. The diverse perspectives and approaches demonstrated throughout this
book contribute to the development of community-based theory, helping us to
recognize and identify patterns that emerge directly from the community. This in
turn illustrates broader patterns that inform the pathways to transformation.
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Structure of the Book

The first part of Nourishing Communities highlights some of the impacts of this
historical trend, presenting examples of complex and sometimes seemingly insur-
mountable challenges resulting from a “failure to strategize by anticipating the
ripple effects” of the capitalist food system (Roberts 2013: 23). The four chapters in
this part reflect on how neoliberal foodways contribute to social and economic
stratification and the resulting marginalization in the North American context. Each
chapter looks at the neoliberal dynamics through specific forms of marginalization
—of farmers, people living in poverty, migrant workers, Indigenous communities
and racialized cities.

Collectively, these chapters uncover how inadequate governance and compart-
mentalized policy models reproduce inequities that are born of global mechanisms,
but play out at local and regional scales. Each chapter also points to some
action-oriented perspective on how we might begin to address marginalization, be it
through more deliberate collaborative efforts, more comprehensive approaches to
economic inequities in post-industrial settings, a more compassionate understand-
ing of farm labour, non-traditional ways of engaging communities through research
or more inclusive, integrated planning strategies. Further, while acknowledging the
deeply embedded structural challenges related to these issues, each chapter provides
insight into the tensions and opportunities that can point us towards pathways to
food system transformation.

The second part of this book builds upon those beginnings, delving more deeply
into examples of how people are working towards solutions that bring together
disjointed segments of the food system to offer pathways towards food system
transformation. The chapters in this part focus on some of the ways that collabo-
rative alternatives are being created by a range of (sometimes unexpected) allies.
These alternatives point to a need for an integrated, holistic, systemic approach as a
means of addressing the problems created by our stratified, segmented food sys-
tems, for example through building networks and social capital, and working to
achieve multi-stakeholder policy interventions at various scales.

Nourishing Communities reflects critically on these experiences, identifies the
pathways to transformation that they represent and explores the insights that they
offer into how we can collectively create more sustainable food systems that are
ecologically regenerative, economically localized, socially just and grounded in
active democratic engagement. Each of the chapters in this volume is the product of
long-term relationships developed between researchers, organizations, communities
and social movements based in Canada, the USA and Mexico. The case studies are
all grounded in particular regional contexts; however, the stories they tell highlight
how both food system problems and innovations can unfold locally, but reverberate
at regional, national and global scales. By presenting these cases, Nourishing
Communities aims to illustrate patterns of divergence and marginalization, but also
of collaboration and integration as we connect empirical studies to broader debates
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in food systems literature and highlight the many potential pathways for transfor-
mation through both policy and practice.

Collective Insights From Nourishing Communities

Several common themes surfaced in the chapters of Nourishing Communities,
including the merits of adopting place-based approaches for sustainable food sys-
tems analysis and project development, the emergence of various innovative gov-
ernance mechanisms and the need for both local and global governance supports to
foster sustainable food systems from multiple scales.

The importance of place-based initiatives emerged with communities serving as
foundational spaces for identifying, establishing and fostering the parameters for
sustainable food systems. There are two sides to the place-based coin, as com-
munities identify their own challenges and the solutions needed to create lasting
change. In the example from Pictou Landing (Pictou Landing and Knezevic,
Chap. 3), members of the local Mi’kmaq community identified a number of chal-
lenges to their community food security. These included industrial pollution pre-
venting access to traditional country foods, thereby violating their right to cultural
safety, and resulting in food swamps and deserts, and an overall lack of physical
and economic access to healthy foods. At the same time, the community recognized
the presence of key assets such as the wealth of indigenous knowledge about the
local food system. This example highlights how important it is for communities to
conduct place-based food systems analyses, to identify their own complex chal-
lenges and to develop solutions that will be relevant to their context. It also
demonstrates that those solutions may be critically reliant on funding and/or reg-
ulatory and legislative action from non-local state actors.

In addition to their place-based nature, it is well documented that sustainable
food systems offer multiple solutions at the same time to address “wicked” prob-
lems (Nelson and Stroink 2014; Marsden and Sonnino 2012; Clark 2005). In
accordance with Stroink et al.’s Complex Adaptive Systems analysis (Chap. 7), an
integrated perspective also supports the need for a systems approach to effect the
kind of structural changes required for sustainable food systems to thrive.
Nourishing Communities adds to the body of evidence about a systems approach
and stretches our understanding of the interconnectivities into new realms. For
example, the development of The Mount Community Centre in Peterborough,
Ontario (Chap. 1) illustrates the interconnected nature of housing and food security
and demonstrates how a public housing project can address both issues by pro-
viding more affordable housing spaces, as well as community gardens, revitalized
orchards, common spaces for community meals and supports for food skilling
initiatives. Similarly, in Eastern Ontario, initiatives such as CSA work-shares and
Good Food Markets in low-income neighbourhoods aim to tackle the interwoven
challenges of increasing fresh food access and providing fair compensation to
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farmers (Chap. 5), while Levkoe elaborates the simultaneous benefits of community
sharing and capacity building through community networks (Chap. 11). School
Food Gardens provide another excellent example of a systems approach, as they are
at once sites of learning, social development, inclusive community engagement,
skill building and, of course, food production, fostering an environmental ethic,
food and health literacy, connections to the land and nature, local food and sus-
tainable agriculture linkages (Chap. 6).

While the dominant industrial food system creates shared vulnerabilities across
many different groups, sustainable food systems can help seemingly unlikely
partners identify common interests and platforms to work synergistically through
mutually beneficial initiatives. McLaughlin’s chapter on labour makes this clear as
she identifies the potential benefits of adopting fair labour practices for migrant
workers but also for farmer-employers (Chap. 2). Intersections between housing
and food security (Chap. 1) and access to healthy food at a fair price for farmers
(Chap. 5), as well as the multi-stakeholder food system assessment conducted in
Buffalo Niagara (Chap. 4), are other examples of these synergistic opportunities.
Using place-based initiatives as the foundation for scaling up sustainable food
systems work to the national level was demonstrated in Levkoe’s description of
Food Secure Canada’s “People’s Food Policy” (PFP) (Chap. 11). In this case,
country-wide kitchen table consultations produced a document that was co-written
and edited by hundreds of people representing many different food systems
perspectives.

The research presented in Nourishing Communities also points to several areas
of alternative, innovative governance mechanisms. One such mechanism is the
integration of food into municipal and regional planning processes as a means of
shaping policy in favour of sustainable food systems (Chaps. 4 and 8). As Raja
et al. make clear, there is an opportunity for a supportive planning environment to
address normative concerns (e.g. equity). Planning can also provide practical tools
needed to, for instance, enhance food access by creating better links between eaters,
producers/harvesters and vendors. Innovation in food systems planning recognizes
the need to move away from blunt regulations, towards investment and other tools
that foster more structural change. For example, rather than entrenching emergency
food systems, which provide important services but do not challenge the underlying
structural causes of hunger (Tarasuk et al. 2014; Guthman 2008), planning strate-
gies could take a more systemic and forward-thinking approach. In order to achieve
more equitable solutions, municipal governments need to become active in working
towards sustainable food systems. Evidence of food in some comprehensive plans is
a positive step in this direction, but it also needs to be included in more specific
ways, such as in transportation planning documents. Raja et al.’s case study of
Buffalo points to the importance of institutions that are able to implement food
system plans (Chap. 4). It also underscores the benefit of wide engagement as plans
are developed as platforms for knowledge building and sharing, empowerment and
engagement.

Mechanisms that allow community actors and initiatives to translate their work
into effective and collective political action are also important for food system
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governance. The Food Policy Audit (FPA) (Chap. 8) is an excellent example of
how to segue from civic to political engagement, thereby bringing about more
systemic change. The Franklin County Local Food Council (FCLFC) used the FPA
as a way to capture information about policy as it related to their goals and, in the
process, they were able to build a broader advocacy coalition, increase their
capacity to engage in food system governance and help define a sustainable food
systems policy agenda for the future. Raja’s discussion of Buffalo youth unem-
ployment, distressed communities and food security (Chap. 3) raises the importance
of recognizing multifunctional benefits of food and food policy and, if enacted, the
capacity to address complex problems. The discussion of Mexico’s Network of
Local Organic Markets (Chap. 10) offers another example of how a sustainable food
systems initiative grounded in civil society can achieve policy influence. By cre-
ating a strong, unified voice for the Mexican local organic movement, and lever-
aging linkages between the organization’s leaders and key government contacts, the
network was able to play an important role in the crafting of legislation to govern
the country’s organic sector. While it was unable to transform Mexico’s overar-
ching, conventionally oriented, agri-food policy agenda, the organization’s ability
to gain legal recognition for participatory organic certification still represents an
important political achievement for community-based SFS advocates, particularly
smallholder, ecological producers. A similar political victory is shared by Mount
(Chap. 9), who aptly describes a recent accommodation in the Ontario supply
management system as a “textbook food sovereignty solution” (p. 89), and an
example of an innovative and effective policy intervention by farm-based advo-
cates. Like accommodations for participatory certification, Ontario’s Artisanal
Chicken Program provides policy support for small- and medium-sized producers,
many of whom have highly diversified production systems and who aim to supply
local markets. While neither example was transformative of the entire food system,
both represent important openings for food system governance that facilitate—
rather than constrain—the development of sustainable food systems.

While, in many respects, the chapters illustrate hopeful examples of innovation,
they also make it clear that there are multiple challenges in addressing all sus-
tainability dimensions simultaneously, and capturing the multitude of potential
interconnected benefits through any given initiative remains a somewhat elusive
endeavour. Solutions that take a truly multifunctional approach and target the root
causes of our food system crises still need to be more thoroughly examined. For
example, our research on the links between poverty and food insecurity suggests
there would be real merit in looking closely at the opportunities and challenges
presented by implementing a Basic Income Guarantee, an initiative that is begin-
ning to gain political traction in Canada. As well addressing head-on the negative
effects of food quality and access would improve individual, household and com-
munity health and well-being.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the tension that surrounds community
initiatives that, while doing important work, almost inevitably lack sufficient
financial, physical and human resources and are often situated in an unsupportive
macro-level policy context. Scaling up sustainable food systems efforts under these
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conditions presents a seemingly intractable challenge. Drawing on the nut-cracking
analogy that demands pressure exerted from all sides (raised by Levkoe in Chap. 11),
complementary local and global institutions are needed to bring about sustainable
food system transformation. There is significant potential for multi-scaled policy
interventions, from local through to supranational, to leverage the multifunctional
benefits of SFS work. For instance, direct access to national policy-makers to make
the case for investment that mitigates expensive problems (e.g. arguing for labour
rights for migrant workers as way to increase productivity, Chap. 2) would enable
this process.

Conclusion

While Nourishing Communities contributes to a better understanding about path-
ways to food system transformation, there is a need to do even more detailed work
within communities. The research, analysis and reflections in this book add to the
guiding approaches about engagement with communities of food practice, but
finding lasting solutions requires specific information about community resources
and needs. There are no shortcuts—the only way to do this work is on the ground
through trust-based community initiatives. Whether school or community gardens,
a food hub or a community kitchen proves the best entry point depends entirely on
community specifics. As the chapters in this book demonstrate, the pathways to
transformation can be realized through a detailed understanding of community
capacities and needs as well as increased commitment to evidence-based policy. For
transformation to be effective, there needs to be iteration across multiple scales,
sectors and disciplines, increasing the extent and depth of sustainable food systems,
and making the hidden and messy realities of practice evident and documented. The
journey of food from the fields, forests and oceans to our plates and back into the
soil is part of complex system that is much more than its aggregate parts. In
isolation, each of the food initiatives, projects, practices and policies on these pages
might appear as a drop of water. A few drops of water may cause some dampness,
but a rushing stream has the power to change the very structure of the earth itself.
Our task is to describe and explain how those drops of water can become the
stream.
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Part I
Need for Transformations

Each chapter in Part I of Nourishing Communities explores a set of challenges
created by the fragmentation of food systems. The chapters identify instances of
segmentation and seek to challenge the fractures at their source. Chapter 1 explores
the simultaneous need for both viable on-farm incomes and access to healthy,
affordable food for low-income communities. In a fragmented understanding of the
market, the interests of farmers and eaters are irreconcilable. Rather than positioning
the interests as competing, the authors argue that making direct connections
between them helps to address the need for fairly priced food. In Chap. 2, the
authors ask questions about how to achieve both housing and food security for
people living in poverty in a more seamless and integrated way, instead of con-
tinuing to deal with them as separate and at times competing policy and economic
problems. Chapter 3 highlights some of the key issues facing Caribbean and
Mexican migrant workers in south-western Ontario and considers how the current
regulatory frame pits farmers/employers against workers and social justice advo-
cates. Chapter 4 looks at how economic priorities of settler communities have
undermined the food security (and cultural, economic and environmental
well-being) of Indigenous communities. Part I concludes with a chapter that draws
on experiences at the local and regional government scales in the USA and
demonstrates the continued disconnection between food systems and planning, and
the imbalance of interests that influence planning policy.


