
We Are What We Eat
ALTERNATIVE FOOD SYSTEMS & FOOD SOVEREIGNTY



Discussion Topic

What is an alternative food system? 
◦ Why is it considered alternative? 

◦ What are examples of alternative food systems? 

What is food sovereignty? 
◦ Why is it important to be food sovereign? 

◦ Who is part of the food sovereignty movement? 

◦ What is a food sovereignty framework? 



What is Food 
Sovereignty? 

Food sovereignty is difficult to define because it has come 
to mean many different overlapping ideas. 

Patel (2009) 

◦ Food sovereignty is, if anything, over defined. There are so many versions of the 
concept, it is hard to know exactly what it means. The proliferation of overlapping 
definitions is, however, a symptom of food sovereignty itself, woven into the fabric 
of food sovereignty by necessity. (p. 664). 

Alonso-Fradejas, Borras Jr, Holmes, Holt-Gimanez, and Robbins (2015)

◦ The term has become a challenging subject for social science research, and has 
been interpreted and reinterpreted in various ways by different groups and 
individuals. Indeed, as it is a concept that is so broadly defined, it spans issues such 
as food politics, agroecology, land reform, pastoralism, fisheries, biofuels, 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), urban gardening, the patenting of life 
forms, labour migration, the feeding of volatile cities, community initiatives and 
state policies, public health, climate change, ecological sustainability, and 
subsistence rights. (p. 443)

Qualman (2011) 

◦ Food sovereignty…is many things depending on place, time, culture, needs and so 
on. As with many forward-looking ideas, it is difficult to predict exactly what food 
sovereignty will look like in practice – to provide an exact blueprint of food 
sovereignty is not only difficult but also counter-productive. So it might be easier to 
define what it isn’t. (p.20) 



Introduction to 
Food 
Sovereignty

Darrin Qualman Advancing Agriculture by Destroying 
Farms? The State of Agriculture in Canada

Food Sovereignty is NOT:

◦ A set of policies simplistically aimed at maximizing production and exports 

◦ A disregard for the destruction of family farms and rural communities

◦ A push towards high-input, high-cost, high-energy-use model for food 
production that generates chronic negative returns for the farm families who 
work the soil 

◦ A concentration of land ownership into the hands of fewer and fewer owners, 
many of them non-farmers

◦ A corporate takeover of a growing number of agricultural sectors (e.g. hog 
production and cattle finishing) 

◦ A push towards massive production units that concentrate potential 
pollutants 

◦ A transfer of key food processing facilities to foreign companies, even to 
foreign lands

◦ Economic policies that make foreign-based transnationals the primary 
beneficiaries of the wealth created by farm families working our land

◦ A system that makes citizens ever more dependent on food supplied further 
and further from their homes



What is Food 
Sovereignty?

Food sovereignty is a multidimensional concept that refers to a process and an outcome. 

◦ Process – it describes a movement, a struggle, a democratic process perpetually in 
negotiation and always in motion. 

◦ Framework – to compare food regimes.

◦ Outcomes – agreed upon declarations of rights, codes of ethics and guiding principles. 
These declarations are debated at conferences, meetings, and public forums and carried 
out by the parties (who agree with the declarations) in local communities. 

◦ Nyéléni Declaration 2007

Food sovereignty refers to: 

◦ the rights of nations and people to control their own food economy – to decide how food 
is produced, consumed, processed, and distributed. 

◦ a paradigm, trend, framework, discourse, regime and model. It is the most radical food 
movement discourse and rivals the corporate neoliberal food system. 

◦ a right to food that is of quality, healthy, and culturally appropriate

◦ recognition and respect of women’s role in food production

◦ social justice 

◦ environmental sustainability

◦ recognition and respect for traditional knowledge and Indigenous Peoples

◦ agrarian reform including collective land rights and protection of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Lands

◦ ‘re-commoning’ land and right to defend land from transnational corporations

◦ against trade liberation

https://www.nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290
https://www.nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290


Food Security

We need to think beyond sustainability and food security to address root causes 
of food problems – we need to build food sovereign localities.   

Food Security – Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO):

◦ Food security, at the individual level, household, national, regional and global 
level [is achieved] when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious foods to meet their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life (1996)

Via Campesina (1996)

◦ Long-term food security depends on those who produce food and care for the 
natural environment. As stewards of food producing resources we hold the 
following principles as the necessary condition for achieving food 
security…Food is a basic human right. This can only be realized in a system 
where food sovereignty is guaranteed. Food sovereignty is the right of each 
nation to maintain and develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods 
respecting cultural and productive diversity. We have the right to produce our 
own food in our own territory. Food sovereignty is a precondition to genuine 
food security



La Via 
Campesina 
Position at the 
World Food 
Summit 
(Desmarais, 
2017)

Right to produce and access to land 

Food is a basic human right

Agrarian reform

Protecting natural resources 

Reorganizing food trade

Social peace

Democratic control 



Food 
Regimes 
(Wittman, 
2011)







Community 
Food 
Sovereignty

Communities can control food production, 
processing, distribution and waste management.

◦ Urban Farms, edible community landscapes, collective growing 
spaces

◦ Food Hubs and/or Community Food Centres

◦ Collective kitchens

◦ Cooperative food distribution organizations

◦ Local markets and CSA

◦ Agroecology

◦ Food banks (surplus from distribution organizations and urban 
farms)

◦ Food advocacy organizations

◦ Social justice!



2007 Nyéléni 
Principles of 
Food 
Sovereignty

Focuses on food for people

Values food providers

Localizes food systems

Puts control locally 

Builds knowledge and skills 

Works with nature



Alternative 
Food Initiatives

Alternative food initiatives

Community food security

Food sovereignty

Collaborative food networks 
◦ In Canada 

◦ People’s Food Commission (1977-1980)

◦ Provincial Network Organizations (1998)

◦ Canadian Association for Food Studies (2005)

◦ Food Secure Canada (2006)

◦ Community Food Centres (2012)

◦ The Depot

Challenges
◦ Not adequately addressing social justice 

◦ Over focus on consumer-based solutions

http://cafs.landfood.ubc.ca/en/
http://cafs.landfood.ubc.ca/en/
https://foodsecurecanada.org/
https://foodsecurecanada.org/
https://cfccanada.ca/en/Our-Work/Community-Food-Centres
https://cfccanada.ca/en/Our-Work/Community-Food-Centres
https://depotmtl.org/en/
https://depotmtl.org/en/


Loyola Farm



























Senneville 
Farm





















Impact of CultivAction 
Solidarity Cooperative



Gibson Graham – Take back the Economy 
Gibson-Graham, J.K., Cameron, J., Healy, S. (2013) Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Communities, University of Minnesota Press 



Financial Income



Food 
Distribution



Expenses



Non-Market 
Farm Practices 
Volunteer labour

Community involvement

Foraging/gleaning

Connecting community via social 
events

Soil building (limited)

Incorporating chickens and quails

Sweat equity

Worker managed cooperative



Alternative Market 
Farm Practices
Worker and community owned 
enterprise

Hybrid of markets and non 
markets

Ethical principles (food 
sovereignty)

Fair treatment of employees

Rooted in community

Market viability and non-market 
advantages



Positive 
Impact
Social capital – We connect people to each other and to food.

Financial capital – We are helping young farmers build projects.

Living capital – We create fragments of urban biodiversity.

Intellectual capital – We share knowledge of how to grow food. 

Experiential capital – We provide hands-on experience for growing 
food. 

Spiritual capital – We connect people to nature and the Earth. 

Cultural capital – We grow lots of varieties of food from many 
cultures. 

Roland, E.C., Lanuda, G. (2013) Regenerative Enterprise. Optimizing 
for Multi-Capital Abundance



Contradictions
Labour vs food price.

Growing t ime vs productivi ty.

Food donations vs sales.

Farmers markets vs increased labour.

Volunteers and paid workers.

Free labour vs viability .

Farm space vs labour hours vs productivity.

Indigenous reconciliation/reparations vs land use. 

Community involvement vs community interest.

Soi l building vs time.

Animals vs care.

Funding sources vs stability.

Community value vs profit.

Internal conflicts vs organizat ional stability.

Democracy vs efficiency.

Food waste vs sales vs donations.

Administrative assistance vs hinderance.

We cannot  feed the enti re community but can inspire others to create new projects.



The Communal 
Lunch Project
Campus Food Group Events

DevOur Campus

National Food Survey

Mapping George Brown College 

National Food Coalition

National Campus Mapping Exercise



George Brown 
College 
Campus-
Community 
Food Systems 
Map



Food 
Sovereign 
Campus 
Framework









Discussion: How Can we Transform Food 
Systems?
How can we transform food systems? 

◦ Local community
◦ Municipality
◦ Provincial
◦ National 
◦ Global

What examples can you name of organizations working on food system transformation? 
◦ What organizations exist in your community? What are they doing to transform food systems? 
◦ What other examples exist globally, nationally, provincially, nationally? What are they doing to transform food systems? 

What are examples of food organizations that’s practices are part of the reformist, interstitial, and food 
sovereignty regimes? 

How can we inspire people to think more critically about food? 

What readings help us answer these questions? What do the readings say? 



Discussion: More Specifically, How Can 
we Transform Food Systems
How can we co-create an ideal food system?
◦What are ways we can de-commodify food? 
◦How can food be part of social justice movements?
◦How can food be part of a decolonial movement? 
◦How can food help mitigate social, economic and 
environmental issues?

◦What course readings are important to this 
conversation? What do the readings say?



Discussion: How Can we Transform Food 
Systems to Become More Food Sovereign?
How can we strive achieve campus-community food 
sovereignty?

How can we strive to achieve community food 
sovereignty?

What readings help us answer these questions? 
What do the readings say? 



Group Work! Art Project
Please explain your project:
◦What have you done so far?
◦What will you do before next week? 

◦What will the final product look like?
◦What will you write your report about? 

◦What readings will you incorporate?



Group Work! Art Event
Please explain how you intend to accomplish your 
objectives:
◦What are you organizing? 
◦How can you manage despite the STM strike?
◦What are your expectations for reaching your 
objectives? 

◦What are the results of your SMART questions from 
last week? Summarize in a few minutes.



For Next Week
We will cover the readings in depth so you can incorporate them into your reports. 

Please make sure to do the course readings and come prepared to discuss them. 

Please be prepared to link the readings to your art creation and exhibition report. 



Thanks!
Questions or concerns? 
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