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Food for 
Thought
WHAT DOES FOOD SOVEREIGNTY MEAN AND 
WHY IS IT  IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTANDING 
SUSTAINABLE FOODSCAPES? 



Food System Change



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



Food 
Sovereign 
Campus 
Framework









Discussion

How can we achieve campus-community food 
sovereignty?



Reading Review
What is the main argument of the reading? 

What forms of knowledge does the reading discuss? Whose knowledge is valued, and whose 
may be overlooked?

What tensions does the reading identify between different ways of understanding or organizing 
food systems?

Which parts of the foodscape does the reading focus on? What does a sustainable food system 
look like from the authors’ perspective?

What principle for changing food systems would you draw from the reading? How would it 
change relationships among people, food, and the land?

If a farm or food company called its practices “sustainable,” what would the authors want to 
know before agreeing?



Campus Farm Project



How can Bishop’s Experimental Farm contribute to campus-
community food sovereignty? 

What can Bishop’s learn from campus farms at other post-
secondary institutions about strengthening this contribution?



Logistics

Course of Action

- I submitted the ethics forms, but we can adapt the 
questionnaire and ethics forms if need be.

- We must wait for ethics approval, but in the meantime, can 
begin a literature review. 

- I began a rough draft of the research proposal - the 
literature review is at a C level presently, so please don’t 
copy it as what you will produce as your assignment. 

- Please read the rough draft of the proposal and the ethics 
forms for next week. You will have the opportunity to give 
feedback. 



Campus-Farm Interview Guide
1. Could you briefly tell us about your campus farm?
- What are its main purposes?
- What is the approximate scale of the operation?
- What do you grow or produce?
- Who is involved in operating or governing it?
- What roles do education, research, food production, experimentation, or community engagement play?

2. How is the farm connected to your campus and surrounding community? 
- Where does food or other farm produce go?
- Is the farm connected with campus food services, farmers’ markets, CSA programs, student cafés or restaurants, food-access initiatives, 
donations, events, or other forms of distribution?
- What partnerships or arrangements support these connections?
- What has helped these relationships work?
- What barriers or challenges have you encountered?
- Are there connections you would like to establish but have not yet been able to?

3. Bishop’s University is exploring how its Educational Farm can strengthen connections with its campus and surrounding communities. 
Based on your experience, what could Bishop’s learn from your farm?
- Are there particular practices or relationships that have been especially important?
- What conditions have helped maintain these relationships?
- Is there anything you would approach differently if you were developing the farm again?

4. Is there anything important about your farm or its relationship with the campus or surrounding community that we have not asked 
about and that you would like to share?



World Café Questions
Question 1: Imagining Possibilities
- How can Bishop’s Educational Farm strengthen connections with the campus and surrounding 
communities in ways that create conditions for campus-community food sovereignty? What could 
begin now, and what could develop within one year, three years, and five years? Who would need to 
be involved, and what roles could they play?

Question 2: Creating the Conditions
What would be needed to make these possibilities happen? What relationships, resources, 
infrastructure,  knowledge, institutional support, or other conditions would be required? What 
barriers or challenges would need to be addressed?

Question 3: Participation and Moving Forward

How can students, faculty, staff, farm workers, and surrounding communities continue to participate 
in shaping the relationship between the Educational Farm, Bishop’s, and surrounding communities? 
What opportunities for ongoing participation, collaboration, and decision-making could be created?



Individual Proposal
What topic or issue related to sustainable foodscapes interests you most? 

What is it about this topic that you would like to understand better? 

Where, or with whom, could you study this topic? Think about a particular place, community, 
organization, food practice, farm space (BU Educational Farm included) or part of the food 
system. 

What kinds of questions could you ask about this topic? 

What kinds of literature or information would you need to begin understanding this topic? What 
concepts, debates, case studies, or research might be useful for your literature review? 

What kinds of information or knowledge would help you answer your research questions? 
Where might that knowledge come from? 

How might you study this topic? What research methods could help you learn more about it?



For Next Class
Find and bring to class at least three (3) resources for you to begin your literature review. 

Please complete your readings and bring a hand-written reflection of the readings. 



Thank You!

Questions, concerns, comments?
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