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This dissertation investigates the food movement’s barriers and strategies for changing
the Canadian food system. I research the disconnect between two bodies of literature,
one that posits that the food movement must engage in political action in order to
support food systems change, and the other that the food movement alone has had little
impact on policy change. In light of this tension, I utilize sustainability transitions theory
to examine barriers to food movement engagement in policy change, and apply a
politics of the possible framework to investigate food movement strategies. In this way, I
ultimately examine the ways in which the food movement can work within the current
system and simultaneously support systemic change. The overall aim of this research
was to examine food movement strategies in Canada to further understanding of the
potential impact of this movement for food systems change. This mixed methods
research combines theoretical reflection and different empirical approaches to assess
barriers to food movement participation in Canadian policymaking. The results provide
both broad overview and in-depth examination of food movement strategies in the
Canadian, neoliberal, context. Taken as a whole, the dissertation contributes to
scholarship on sustainability transitions, debates on visions of sustainable food
systems, and further understanding of the politics of the possible in the Canadian food
movement. The findings suggest that the current political context influences the
strategies that the food movement uses to optimize opportunities and mitigate barriers
in transitioning to a sustainable food system.
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1 Introduction
Over the past decade, distrust and discontent with the global food system has risen
dramatically following the 2007-2008 food price crisis in which price spikes drove many
into food insecurity (Lang & Heasman, 2015). At the same time, increasing
understanding of the environmental impacts of agriculture, including climate change,
ecosystem contamination and resource depletion, has prompted global interest in the
need for broader consideration of food system sustainability (Godfray et al., 2010). Yet
global institutional responses to this dual challenge have primarily emphasized
technological and trade-based solutions that many argue are the primary cause of
global food inequities and environmental degradation (Rosset, 2008; Clapp, 2016). As
such, this response spurred increased discontent and distrust in a food system
dominated by corporate interests and upheld by neoliberal policy (Clapp, 2016; Koc,
2015).
Rising in response to this widespread discontent with the global food system, the food
movement has been called “the social movement of our time” (Friedland, Ransom, &
Wolf, 2010, p. 533). The food movement is sometimes referred to as a collection of
movements focused on particular issues such as organic, fair trade, food sovereignty,
local food, alternative food, agroecology, and community food security (Friedland,
2010). Following protocol and terminology established in the food movement literature,
this dissertation investigates the organizations and networks (and their initiatives)
aligned with this social movement, and uses the term ‘food movement’ to describe these
organizations and their initiatives unless it is useful to differentiate between them (e.g.
Cameron & Wright, 2014; Levkoe, 2015). The exception is Chapter 3, which is situated
within the food policy literature (see below). In this body of literature, the organizations
and initiatives aligned with food movement are more frequently termed ‘civil society
organizations’ (e.g. MacRae, Abergel, & Koc, 2012) and as such, this chapter follows
this terminology.
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For many, there is no doubt that the food movement has an important role to play in the
development and implementation of a food system that supports social and
environmental justice (Andrée et al., 2019). Yet precisely how the food movement can
support a transition to a sustainable food system has been the focus of considerable
scholarly debate (Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman, 2014; Wittman, Desmarais, & Wiebe,
2011). This debate originated in classifying food movement organizations and their
initiatives as “alternative” or “oppositional” to the conventional food system (Allen,
FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003). Alternative food initiatives provide ways to
produce, process, distribute, and grow community around food outside of the
conventional food system, however while some recognize these initiatives as a means
to more democratic governance of the food system (Andrée et al., 2019), others posit
that they do little to challenge the conventional food system (Guthman, 2008; Wittman,
2009). These scholars suggest that oppositional food initiatives such as political
advocacy are needed for food system transformation, yet a parallel body of scholarship
investigating Canadian food policy processes shows that so far, the food movement has
had little impact on federal policy (Kneen, 2011; MacRae, Abergel, & Koc, 2012). The
disconnect between these bodies of scholarship requires further understanding of
barriers to food movement engagement in policy processes, and the strategies that food
movement organizations use to work within the food system and simultaneously support
systemic change.

1.1 Analytical Frameworks: Transitioning to a Sustainable Food
System
In this dissertation, I argue that the disconnect between one body of scholarship
outlining the need for the food movement to affect policy and another outlining the
inability to do so stems from the barriers of working to change a system from within the
bounds of that system. As such, in this dissertation I clarify barriers to policy change
and investigate how the food movement can work within the system while supporting
systemic change. The policies that provide both the context and the focus of challenge
in the Canadian food system are referred to as neoliberal policies. This is based on
2

scholars who are critical of the conventional food system and argue neoliberal policy
produces or creates the conditions for many social, economic and environmental
problems in the food system (Clapp, 2009). Neoliberalism refers to the political
processes and regulations based on free trade, privatization of state programs and
processes, deregulation of social and environmental protections that ‘impede’ business,
and increasing participation of industry in decision-making through public-private
partnerships (Castree, 2008; Eaton, 2013). To understand what it means to work within
this neoliberal system while supporting systemic change, I draw on a number of
conceptual frameworks that have been proposed by scholars in the fields of systemic
change and social movements. These include: (1) concepts of food movement
convergence, (2) the politics of the possible, and (3) sustainability transitions. These are
outlined in more detail in later chapters (convergence in chapter 4; the politics of the
possible in chapters 2, 4 and 5; and sustainability transitions in chapters 2 and 3).
These key pieces of scholarship are briefly introduced here as concepts that require
further investigation throughout this dissertation to understand possible roles for the
food movement in a sustainable food system transition.
1.1.1 Food Movement Convergence
Food movement convergence theory (reviewed in detail in chapter 4) advances the
need for diverse initiatives to collaborate, and debates in this body of scholarship focus
on the extent to which the prevalence of food organizations and initiatives are
converging into a single movement based on shared visions, strategies or alliances
(Constance, Renard, & Rivera-Ferre, 2014). This concept grows out of the key debate
on oppositional and alternative initiatives, as scholars consider whether there is
convergence around oppositional or alternative initiatives. Here, two issues sometimes
conflated in the literature are (1) whether the strategies utilized by the food movement
are adequate to support food system change (Guthman, 2008), and (2) whether food
movement initiatives adequately address issues of classism, racism and sexism (Allen,
2014). As such, oppositional typically refers to initiatives that are both in direct
opposition to the dominant food system, sometimes termed ‘warrior’ initiatives aimed at
3

breaking down the dominant food system through public protest (Stevenson, Ruhf,
Lezberg, & Clancy, 2007), as well as initiatives that have adequately transformational
goals such as equitable redistribution of resources, sometimes termed ‘radical’
initiatives (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Alternative initiatives, such as farmers’
markets or community gardens, on the other hand, represent opportunities for
individuals to opt out of the conventional food system, for example by purchasing food
directly from a producer, and may or may not include more radical end goals (Allen,
FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003). This dissertation focuses on the first issue
(strategies) and the convergence debate is integrated throughout this dissertation, but is
discussed in depth in Chapter 4. Broadly, this dissertation furthers this concept by
statistically analyzing the extent of convergence in the Canadian food movement’s goals
and strategies, and considering the extent to which the Canadian food movement is
converging around neoliberalism (reinforcing the conventional food system) or a ‘politics
of the possible’ (changing the food system).
1.1.2 The Politics of the Possible
This dissertation also builds on a body of literature called “the politics of the possible”
that examines the ways in which initiatives demonstrate a potential to transform the food
system by providing a viable alternative that could expand and replace the conventional
food system over time (Cameron & Wright, 2014). Critiquing the ways in which
alternative initiatives are reduced to their similarities with the conventional food system,
scholars have begun to point out that doing so undermines the potential of alternatives
(Harris, 2009). Further, the food movement has thus far been more successful in
emphasizing pragmatic action over systemic change (Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman,
2014; Hassanein, 2003). As noted, this debate is outlined in detail in chapters 2, 4 and 5
of this dissertation, but briefly, the politics of the possible theory investigates ways in
which organizations could support systemic change through pragmatic action that
demonstrates what a future food system could look like (Cameron & Wright, 2014).
Important here is the argument that the food movement is not currently changing food
policy, and political tactics may require more on-the-ground support in the form of
4

widespread alternatives that work “within the cracks” of the conventional food system
(Gibson-Graham, 2006). These ‘cracks’ refer to points of discontent that open up
spaces of possibility and demonstrate the viability of different, more sustainable, policies
(Gibson-Graham, 2006). This debate relates to a key framework in the sustainability
transitions literature, the multi-level perspective that aims to explain how sustainability
transitions occur through the interaction of on-the-ground alternatives (at the niche
level), broader societal and environmental pressures (at the landscape level), and policy
change (at the regime level) (Geels, 2011).
1.1.3 Sustainability Transitions
Sustainability transitions literature (which is explored in more detail in chapters 2 and 3,
and utilized again in chapter 5) examines how systems (such as energy, water, or food),
transition towards more sustainable practices and policies (Geels, 2011). Scholars have
noted the potential for this body of scholarship to contribute to food systems research in
terms of its potential to widen the scope of inquiry by moving beyond polarizing debates
(such as that around oppositional and alternative initiatives) to investigate “the
pragmatic process of taking action and facilitating change” (Hinrichs, 2014). Though
these debates are vital for the future of the food system and must not be ignored in the
literature as a whole, a parallel investigation into transitions strategies is also required to
facilitate a transition to a sustainable food system. Broadly, in this dissertation,
sustainability transitions theory is used to explain the disconnect between the bodies of
scholarship on food policy processes and food movement strategies noted above. In
particular, the MLP is used to support the notion that alternative food initiatives are a
vital support for the policy change that is the ultimate goal for many food movement
organizations.
Taken together, food movement convergence, the politics of the possible and
sustainability transitions illuminate how the food movement as a whole can support
systemic change in the Canadian food system while working around the barriers
inherent in the conventional food system. Each of these concepts provide analytical
5

support in understanding the food movement’s role in a sustainable food system
transition in terms of barriers to policy change and strategies for affecting systemic
change in light of these barriers, which is the focus of this dissertation.

1.2 Study Focus
This dissertation explores the role of food movements in a sustainable food system
transition in Canada. Canada provides an interesting case study for 4 reasons: (1) the
Canadian food system remains characterized by environmental degradation and deep
social inequities despite its relative prosperity (Wiebe & Wipf, 2011); (2) Canadian policy
is guided by neoliberal ideology, much like the rest of the Global North (Eaton, 2013);
(3) the food movement has a high level of popularity in Canada (Elton, 2010); and (4)
the Canadian food movement is well established, and highly organized in terms of
networking and collaboration amongst food organizations (Kneen, 2011). Indeed, it is
due to the high potential for the Canadian food movement to affect food systems
governance, that United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier De
Schutter, visited Canada in May 2012 (Levkoe, 2014).
Using the three analytic frameworks introduced in the previous section, aims to highlight
the disconnect between two bodies of literature examining food system transformations.
First, a body of scholarship on food movements that advocates that oppositional or
political action is the only strategy that will meaningfully change the food system,
suggesting that alternatives provide a means to ‘opt out’ of the conventional food
system but do not challenge it directly (e.g. see: Rosset, 2008). The alternative
perspective comes from a body of literature focused on food policy, in which scholars
argue that existing policy channels prohibit meaningful public consultation and prevent
food advocates from participating in policy change (e.g. see: Abergel, 2012). The
implication of this second approach is that, thus far, attempts at advocacy have been
less successful than attempts at ‘on-the-ground’ change, for example through
alternative markets such as farmers’ markets (Goodman, Dupuis, & Goodman, 2014).
These two bodies of scholarship have progressed primarily in parallel, leaving scholars
6

and practitioners to question how the food movement can support a transition to a
sustainable food system.
Looking into this disconnect requires deep analysis of each side in the Canadian
context, as well as empirical analysis aimed more specifically at bridging this
disconnect. Through both policy analysis and investigation into food movement
strategies, I aim to bridge this gap and in doing so both support practitioners to enhance
the transformative potential of the food movement (Friedland, 2010). In addition, I aim to
push theoretical boundaries to move beyond analyzing potential impacts of the food
movement’s work to provide insight on what actions organizations can take to support a
transition to a sustainable food system (Gibson-Graham, 2006). By closely integrating
theory and practice, I hope to provide clarity and insight to both scholars and
practitioners through this work. My intent is to move beyond categorizing initiatives as
‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’ and consider the context in which organizations are
working, and how this context influences the strategies they use to optimize
opportunities and mitigate barriers. By focusing on this disconnect, this dissertation’s
key contribution is to provide an examination of food movement strategies in the
neoliberal era, and consideration of what it means to work ‘within the cracks’ of the
existing system.

1.3 Aims and Objectives
The overall aim of this research is to examine how the neoliberal context influences
organizations working under the food movement banner and what strategies these
organizations use – and which may be most effective – to enhance their transformative
potential in this context.
Specific research objectives include:
1)

To understand food system change strategies that work within, around, and in
opposition to the conventional food system;
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2)

To investigate barriers to affecting policy change for food movement
organizations;

3)

To examine the strategies food movement organizations are using to operate
within the system that they are trying to change; and

4)

To provide a practical guide to working ‘within the cracks’ of the food system
to affect change.

1.4 Dissertation Structure and Contributions
As a whole, this dissertation contributes to scholarship on the transformative potential of
the food movement in the neoliberal context. To better understand the influence of the
neoliberal context on the transformative potential of the food movement, I highlight the
disconnect between one body of scholarship outlining the need for the food movement
to affect policy change and another outlining their inability to do so. This requires further
understanding of food system change strategies, barriers to food movement
engagement in policy processes, and the strategies that food movement organizations
use to work within the food system and simultaneously support systemic change.
Following these investigations, this research demonstrates that given the neoliberal
context, neoliberal leanings and ‘alternative’ strategies may be necessary precursors to
systemic change by (1) demonstrating what a new food system might look like, (2)
garnering widespread support for this system, and (3) appealing to those currently
governing sustainability transitions, including policymakers and industry actors.
This dissertation is structured as four chapters made up of four peer reviewed
manuscripts. Three of these are already published while the fourth is currently under
review. Chapter 2 is the first of these manuscripts and was published in the second
edition of Critical Perspectives in Food Studies (Koc, Sumner & Winson). It provides a
conceptual framework to address Objective 1, which is to understand food system
change strategies that work within, around, and in opposition to the food system.
Synthesizing the scholarly literature, I explore theories behind strategies to develop a
sustainable food system, examine how actors navigate within and around the food
8

system that they are trying to change, and consider how discourse that supports the
conventional food system impacts perceptions of possibilities for food system change.
Chapter 3 is published in Environmental Policy and Planning. In it, I analyze
parliamentary committee meeting transcripts from the development of Growing Forward
2, Canada’s primary agricultural framework at the time of writing, to investigate barriers
to affecting policy change for food movement organizations, undertaking Objective 2.
The overall contribution this chapter makes to the dissertation is to investigate further
the first body of scholarship of interest, which examines failures of food movement
engagement in policy making. It extends this work with added clarity on the particular
barriers faced by food movement organizations seeking policy change through formal
policy consultation channels. In doing so, this chapter provides an empirical overview
and analysis of the context in which food movement organizations are working when
they aim to impact policy change as a strategy for transitioning to a sustainable food
system. This manuscript also provides a practical contribution to scholarship through
assessing the barriers for food movement consultation in Canadian food policy
development. Finally, this article provides two theoretical contributions to scholarship.
First, this article links sustainability transitions literature and food policy scholarship by
using the multi-level perspective, a fundamental analytical framework in sustainability
transitions literature, to investigate the consultation process as well as the context in
which it occurred. I argue that this framework is a valuable tool for explaining why
Canadian policy consultation processes are consistently viewed as failures by food
movement groups. The second theoretical contribution is to the food crisis scholarship,
as this article adds to analyses on the conflict between sustainable intensification and
food sovereignty, particularly as it plays out in Canadian policy. In this manuscript, I
consider barriers to food movement participation in policymaking and argue that food
movement organizations will not affect food system change through existing policy
channels.
Given the apparent lack of progress for food movement organizations at the political
level, in Chapter 4, I turn to food movement strategies to examine what food movement
9

organizations are doing as they operate within the system that they are trying to change
thus addressing this dissertation’s third objective. This chapter was published in
Agriculture and Human Values and is based on the survey results from 143 participating
food movement organizations. In this chapter, I provide an empirical overview of food
movement strategies in British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario and Nova Scotia. The overall
contribution this chapter makes to the dissertation is to investigate the second body of
scholarship of interest, which considers the transformative potential of the food
movement based on their strategies. I extend this work by providing empirical support
for the extent of convergence in the Canadian food movement and analysis into
neoliberalisation and the politics of the possible. In doing so, I provide insight into who
the food movement is in Canada, what strategies they engage in, and consider how the
food movement can support food system change within Canada. In addition, the
overview of the debate between ‘alternative’ and ‘oppositional’ initiatives provided in this
chapter, with analysis of opposing ‘readings’ of food movement initiative:
neoliberalisation versus a politics of the possible, provides key background information
for the following chapter. This manuscript provides a methodological contribution to
scholarship by offering a new analytical perspective: utilizing quantitative methods in a
body of research primarily composed of case studies and qualitative methods (Marsden
& Franklin, 2013). By outlining the politics of the possible as an explanatory framework
for food systems change within the convergence literature, the manuscript further
develops the convergence literature and provides a theoretical contribution to
scholarship.
Moving further into the politics of the possible literature in Chapter 5 (a version of which
is currently under review in Local Environment), I qualitatively examine the micropolitics
of a non-profit organization as a case study. This allowed me to address Objective 4,
which is to provide a practical guide to working ‘within the cracks’ of the food system to
affect change. The overall contribution this chapter makes to dissertation is to provide
empirical analysis aimed more specifically at the disconnect between the two bodies of
scholarship of interest by analyzing a case study of an organization working with in the
10

cracks of the neoliberal food system and achieving policy change through on-theground initiatives. In doing so, I provide an overview of how food movement
organizations can ‘fill the cracks’ in the neoliberal food system. I demonstrate that, given
barriers to food movement participation in policymaking and the power of industry in
policymaking, aligning with industry actors may allow food movement groups to
influence policy and support transformative change in the food system. This chapter
provides a practical contribution to scholarship by outlining four success factors to help
organizations understand how they can work ‘within the neoliberal cracks’ and affect
food system change. These include: (1) single issue expertise; (2) diverse and
collaborative partnerships; (3) opportunities-based action; and (4) dominant discourse.
This chapter also makes a methodological contribution to scholarship by investigating a
unique case study that is unique in Canada because – at the time of writing anyway the organization was the single non-industry-based nonprofit invited to federal value
chain round tables, key gateways to influencing policy. In addition, the methods in this
chapter include validation strategies surprisingly rare in the food movement literature,
specifically member checking, the process of checking in with participants following
analysis for participants to judge the accuracy of quotes and credibility of the
interpretation (Creswell, 2007). Finally, this chapter provides a theoretical contribution to
scholarship through further development of ‘politics of the possible’ framework by
providing strategic insight into what it means to work ‘within the neoliberal cracks’
through four success factors, and addressing the theoretical barrier of ‘demonstrate’
initiatives outlined in Chapter 2 (difficulty classifying what is a hybrid, or merely an
alternative); and (3) discussing the ways in which these four success factors can shift
power in the food system. The objective of this paper is to move beyond analyzing the
theoretical impacts of the food movement’s work to provide insight on what actions
organizations can take to support a transition to a sustainable food system, following
recommendations proposed by Friedland (2010) to support a growing food movement
and enhance their transformative potential through intentional analysis. In this paper, I
consider what it means for organizations to ‘work within the cracks’ of neoliberalism and
ultimately influence systemic change through feasible and strategic action.
11

The concluding chapter summarizes the overall findings of this research. This includes
a brief discussion on the findings, the dissertations contribution to scholarship as a
whole, methodological reflections, as well as thoughts on future research. Research
ethics approval (Appendix I) was received by the University of Guelph Research Ethics
Board for all research involving human participants in this project.
Finally, a note on the methodology: since this dissertation follows a “manuscript”
structure (as per Departmental norms), each of the main empirical chapters (3, 4, and 5)
has their own methods section. In addition, appendix II contains a reflection on the
limitations.
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2 A Conceptual Framework for Understanding Food
Systems Change
2.1 Preface to the Manuscript
This chapter defines how food systems change is understood throughout the remainder
of the dissertation, namely through its attention to theories of food systems change
advanced by different groups, and consideration of which strategies may be viable in
the neoliberal era. A primary argument in this dissertation advances that the food
movement is limited by working to change a system from within the bounds of that
system, and this chapter contributes a broader theoretical understanding of working
within, around and opposed to the system to advance change. Drawing on scholarly
literature, I outline prominent theories of food systems change, emphasizing how actors
work within and around dominant food systems structures. Briefly, I frame theories of
food systems change under four broad categories: (1) Amend, which includes minor
changes within the dominant food system; (2) Transition, including alternative initiatives
such as farmers’ markets, operating alongside or around the dominant food system; (3)
Transform, which refers to fundamental change directly opposed to the dominant food
system, typically in the form of advocacy; and (4) Demonstrate, which is a hybrid of
Transition and Transform in which alternative initiatives promote both the value change
needed to inspire fundamental change to the food system, and the practical solutions
that demonstrate the feasibility of food systems change. It is here, in the Demonstrate
section, that I introduce the concept of “cracks” in the dominant food system: spaces of
possibility opened up by value change or challenges to the dominant system (GibsonGraham, 2006), and filled by practical, on-the-ground initiatives such as farmers’
markets, which have the potential to expand their impact and promote further value
change (Beckie, Kennedy, & Wittman, 2012). This concept becomes important later in
the dissertation, as the main argument of this dissertation is based on the viability of
various strategies in the neoliberal era, and these cracks provide spaces of possibility
for systemic change.
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2.3 Manuscript One
Food systems conversations in the twenty-first century are becoming increasingly
complex, as producers, consumers, rural and urban communities, academics, and
policy makers embrace the potential of food to address a set of interconnected issues—
from nutrition and health to livelihoods and regional development (Blouin, Lemay,
Ashraf, & Imai, 2009). Since regional food systems are built both as alternative to and
yet also within existing policy, regulatory, and legislative structures, these conversations
and possibilities are framed by a global industrial food system built on liberalization of
trade (Clapp, 2009), corporate concentration of ownership (Rosset, 2008), neo-liberal
discourse (Holt-Giménez & Altieri, 2013) and resource depletion (Weis, 2010). These
structures—and the discourse that supports them—play an important role in guiding
how we think about food systems change (Marsden, 2013). While the potential benefits
of ecologically regenerative, socially just, community-based food systems are well
rehearsed in the literature, an equally compelling body of research has identified
theoretical and practical barriers, minefields that stand in the way of that potential. The
pervasive reach of food systems—that makes food such a powerful vehicle for enacting
strategies for sustainability—also makes these strategies susceptible to the influence of
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interdependent systems operating at scales from local to global, including ecological,
climatic, financial, regulatory, trade, and governance systems (Bernstein, 2014). This
chapter explores significant theories behind strategies to develop sustainable food
systems by examining how food system actors navigate within and around the food
system that they are trying to change; the targets, priorities, and practices that they
employ; and how these strategies account for the implications of scale.
2.3.1 Theorizing Food Systems Change
Precisely which strategies can best develop a sustainable food system has been the
source of much debate in the food systems literature, and food scholars have applied a
number of frameworks for understanding strategies used to create systemic change
(e.g. Hinrichs, 2014; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Derived from these frameworks
but adapted based on the scholarship presented in this chapter, the coauthors
developed a framework to highlight the ways in which strategies are defined through
visions of possibilities. That is, this framework considers what proponents of different
solutions perceive as possible in the current systemic context, and thus the most likely
strategy for changing the system. Based on perceptions of what is possible, strategies
have different priorities, focuses, and means. In this framework, strategies are
organized on a spectrum from minor adjustments to amend the current food system, to
gradual shifts that facilitate transition, to fundamental changes that transform, or to a
hybrid that will demonstrate alternative values—through successes at the community
level—and the possibilities for fundamental change to the broader food system (see
Table 2.1). This section outlines the theories behind these four strategies, and identifies
the ways in which each strategy supports working within or in opposition to the current
food system.
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Table 2.1: Strategies for food systems change.

Possibilities

Priorities

Amend (Within)

Transition
(Around)

Transform
(In opposition)

Small
modifications; a
“greening” of the
industrial food
system and more
food in areas
where hunger is
prevalent; very
little (if any)
structural change
is possible
Producing more
food with lower
environmental and
social impact

Slow transition
toward a better
food system
through provision
of alternatives

Radical and
fundamental
transformation of
the economic,
political, and food
systems;
structural change
at all levels
(community to
international)

Creating,
replicating, and
networking of
alternative
structures
People: Locally
adapted
production
methods;
reconnection of
producers and
consumers

Dismantling of
corporate
monopolies and
enhancement of
food sovereignty
Regulations,
power, and control
(resource
distribution [land,
water, seed],
equitable food
distribution,
community
autonomy)
Demands for
political changes
to national and
international
regulatory
structures (e.g.
trade, labour,
patents, land
access)

Focus

Technology:
Green and
efficient
production
methods

Means

Technology
improvements
(higher yield,
greener) and
transfer to regions
with low yields;
strategies for
implementing
technology into
sustainable food
production
systems

Providing
alternatives to the
conventional food
system; producer
and consumer
awareness of
alternative
options; scalingout existing
alternatives

Demonstrate
(Within the
cracks)
Demonstration of
feasibility of
alternatives
through
community-based
action that
changes values
and governance

Nurturing the
values necessary
for sustainable
systems
Shared social
understanding of
what is possible
and viable, and
what should be
valued

Community-based
action that
changes values:
takes advantage
of devolution,
regionally uneven
development

2.3.1.1 Strategy 1—Amend: The Sustainable Intensification Debate
Proponents of “amend” strategies seek small changes to the current food system that
could have large impacts by producing more food—and improving food security—while
reducing negative environmental consequences. Working within existing food system
structures, “amend” strategies are largely focused on technological innovations and
transferring productionist technologies to low-producing regions. Scholars who advocate
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sustainable intensification as a means to improve the food system largely fall into this
camp of strategies (Garnett et al., 2013). The spread of Green Revolution
technologies—including high-yielding seed varieties, machinery, synthetic pesticides,
and fertilizers—has increased global food production, but the technologies have not
reached all regions, and have also caused a number of environmental impacts (see
Weis, 2017; Pretty, 2008). Scholars in this camp are concerned with reducing such
impacts while meeting the needs of the rising global population, which is expected to
reach 9 billion by 2050 and is increasingly consuming high-calorie and resourceintensive foods—e.g. processed foods, meat, and dairy foods—while a larger number of
people are going hungry around the globe. Primary food system concerns include the
need to reduce world hunger, meet rising food demand, and do so under increasing
environmental stress due to climate change and declining land, water, and energy
resources (Godfray et al., 2010).
Suggesting that global food production will need to rise by 70 per cent, scholars who
advocate sustainable intensification emphasize technological innovations that must be
implemented in highly productive regions and transferred to under-producing regions
(Godfray et al., 2010). Given increasing competition for land and other resources and
the ecological costs of clearing new land for food production, emphasis is placed on
intensifying production on existing farmland while making better use of resources,
inputs, and technologies (Garnett et al., 2013).
Some are careful to acknowledge that technological enhancement only leads to
sustainable intensification when it reduces or eliminates ecological harm, and must be
implemented in concert with enhanced use of ecological goods and services, collective
action and human capital (Pretty, 2008). However, for others the push to increase
production takes priority over the means by which this is accomplished. Some have
suggested that production could be raised by as much as 58 per cent by closing yield
gaps—the difference between actual and potential yield in a particular location, given
existing agricultural technology and practice (Foley et al., 2011). Yield gaps of over 50
per cent currently exist in much of Africa, Latin America, and Eastern Europe, and
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closing yield gaps could improve food security without cultivating additional land (Foley
et al., 2011). Important innovations here include yield-enhancing technology combined
with agricultural practices and technologies that reduce the environmental impacts of
conventional food production. Technological strategies for developing a sustainable
food system are commonly supported in international policy circles including the World
Bank and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Holt-Giménez &
Shattuck, 2011).
But is there a need to raise global food production? Currently over 2,800 dietary calories
per person per day are produced (FAO, 2013), which is more than 600 calories above
average caloric requirement. Yet almost 1.5 billion adults are overweight or obese
(Popkin, Adair, & Ng, 2012) while over 800 million people are undernourished (FAO,
2013). In light of this inequity, increasing food production may not be sufficient to reduce
hunger (Misselhorn et al., 2012). Critics of sustainable intensification argue that it
focuses too closely on technological fixes that did not work during the Green Revolution
and do not address the structural barriers created by trade liberalization, corporate
concentration, and inequitable distribution of resources, thereby doing little to support a
sustainable food system (Holt-Giménez, 2013). Strategies that emphasize technological
solutions have been criticized for ignoring inequitable distribution and the power
relations involved in social systems (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011). For instance, who owns
the proposed technological innovations, and who will benefit by their implementation?
These criticisms indicate practical barriers to implementing sustainable intensification;
strategies that do not directly engage those most affected by their implementation may
not effectively address the needs of those that the strategies seek to support. As a
result, proponents of “transition,” “transform,” and “demonstrate” strategies reject the
focus on technology and argue that people-centred strategies are more likely to help
those most affected by crises in the food system—and create sustainable food systems
(Holt-Giménez, 2014).
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2.3.1.2 Strategy 2—Transition: Providing Alternatives to the Industrial Food
System
“Transition” strategies, also termed “alternative” (Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, &
Warner, 2003) or “progressive” (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011), emphasize solutions
that are profoundly different from the industrial food system without directly challenging
that system. Working around the industrial food system, rather than explicitly opposing
it, “transition” strategies are primarily implemented at the community level. The means
for implementing “transition” strategies include practical or “on-the-ground” initiatives
that target local priorities by allowing individuals to opt out of the industrial food system
without directly challenging that system. “Transition” strategies occur primarily through
initiatives to shorten supply chains and reconnect producers and consumers.
“Transition” strategies are guided by the assumptions that creating alternative food
markets and relationships, and eating differently, can change the food system
(Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman, 2014). Watts, Ilbery, and Maye (2005) differentiate
weak alternative market-based initiatives, which are based on product characteristics
(e.g. organic) and may be susceptible to corporate cooptation and thus do little to
transform the food system (Knezevic, 2017), and strong alternatives, which are based
on networks (e.g. farmers’ markets; consumer-farmer relations) and may be important in
creating a sustainable food system (Watts et al., 2005). Similarly, Fridell (2009)
differentiates co-operative fair-trade businesses such as Planet Bean in Guelph,
Ontario, and corporate social-responsibility fair-trade agendas such as that
implemented by Starbucks. Through Planet Bean, coffee producers are directly linked
with café workers, who can build relationships with consumers (Fridell, 2009). While
Planet Bean maintains a commitment to consumer education, equitable North–South
trade relations, and promoting structural change, Starbucks completes the minimum
action needed to reduce public criticism and capture profits in the fair-trade niche
market (Fridell, 2009). Starbucks’s weak commitment to fair trade is demonstrated by its
efforts to manipulate consumer perceptions, questionable labour practices in the global
North (e.g. use of exploitative prison labour and fighting unionization efforts), and
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development of an alternative private supplier program with stronger environmental
standards but weaker social justice standards (e.g. linking coffee bean prices to market
fluctuations) than the Fair Trade certification used by Planet Bean (Fridell, 2009). While
lowering standards can increase corporate involvement in labelling initiatives and has
resulted in a greater proportion of production under these standards, this may do little to
change the food system as a whole (Friedmann, 2005).
Another key premise of “transition” strategies is that the replication—or “scaling out”—
and networking of locally based initiatives acts to create simultaneously both templates
for locally based action and the collaboration necessary for a “movement of
movements” (Blay-Palmer et al., 2013). Critics have identified two barriers to the
effectiveness of this approach: the seemingly incompatible priorities of many of these
initiatives, including viable farm incomes and food access (Allen et al., 2003; Mount,
2012), and the ineffectiveness of fragmented and local-scale initiatives that address
symptoms rather than the structural, state, and global causes of their problems (HoltGiménez & Shattuck, 2011).
A third theoretical barrier—for practical initiatives based in markets—is the “trickle
down” assumption that the shopping habits of elite consumers create demand for
healthier, greener food items, eventually making these items more affordable for all
(Friedmann, 2005). In the neo-liberal context, rising consumer demand for
organic/quality food items may result in a combination of lower state-enforced standards
and higher voluntary standards, exacerbating existing social inequalities as wealthy
consumers purchase healthy, organic, high-quality food, while poor consumers are left
to purchase highly processed, low-quality food (Friedmann, 2005). This assumption is
based in individualistic neo-liberal logic, and distracts from necessary broad, systemic
changes while privileging elite consumers and corporations that profit from the niche
markets (e.g. organic, fair trade) promoted in these initiatives (Fairbairn, 2012; Levkoe,
2011).
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As such, some scholars suggest that many “transition” strategies represent mild reforms
that will do little to create transformative change in the food system without policy
support garnered through demands for fundamental systemic change (Holt-Giménez &
Shattuck, 2011).
2.3.1.3 Strategy 3—Transform: Opposition, Protest, and Food Sovereignty
Holt-Giménez and Shattuck (2011:111) describe the current food system as a set of
“tragic records”: “record levels of hunger for the world’s poor at a time of record global
harvests as well as record profits for the world’s major agrifoods corporations.” Taking a
strong stance against productivism, these scholars argue that capital-intensive
technology is a key problem in the food system, rather than a solution (Hinrichs, 2014).
Indeed, Holt-Giménez (2013:970) argues that farmers “are losing their seeds, soil, land
and livelihoods as a result of the expansion of the large-scale, capitalist agriculture” that
characterizes the current food system. Over the past 30 years, low food prices
combined with high input costs—including farming technologies and proprietary
seeds—drove peasant and family farmers away from farming in both the global North
and South. However despite this seemingly persistent “crisis of low prices” (Rosset
2008:460), today, in an era of corporate control over the food system, we are
experiencing a crisis of high prices in which people who may have previously grown
their own food are going hungry. As such, these scholars argue that little will change
without addressing the challenges that tools of the industrial food system—including
proprietary technologies, free markets, privatization of resources, monopolies, and
corporate power—create for small-scale agro-ecological peasant and family farmers
(e.g. Holt-Giménez, 2013; Rosset, 2008).
For these researchers, the rising food sovereignty movement that protests against the
industrial food system is necessary to develop a sustainable food system (Rosset,
2008). These scholars call for initiatives that explicitly oppose the industrial food system,
and support fundamental transformation by dismantling corporate monopolies and
building policy that supports equitable redistribution of land, water, and seed resources
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(Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Transforming the food system through broad
structural changes requires collective action against the neo-liberal ideology that guides
the industrial food system (Guthman, 2008) and social pressure to force policy changes
(Rosset, 2008).
Another key focus in “transform” strategies emphasizes agro-ecological production
methods to improve farmers’ livelihoods and reduce the environmental impacts of
agriculture by respecting traditional farming practices and reducing dependence on
costly inputs, proprietary technologies, and seeds (Fernandez et al., 2012; Rosset,
2008). Agro-ecological practices improve farm resilience and reduce negative
environmental impacts of agriculture by applying ecosystem principles to farming and
using biodiversity and natural cycling to reduce inputs that adversely affect the
environment (Koohafkan et al., 2012). A study of subsistence farmers in India found that
shifting from locally adapted seeds to high-yielding varieties led to a loss of genetic
diversity in crops, which reduced crop resilience to environmental stresses such as
pests and extreme weather (Bisht et al., 2014). As such, some scholars argue that agroecology supports social and environmental values not provided by highly productive
monocultures (Pant, 2014).
Two important barriers stand in the way of this strategy: the scale of action required for
structural change and the inertia of policy makers. Collective action and social pressure
“in opposition” has proven difficult to mobilize—particularly in those societies where the
discourse of neo-liberalism has fractured the “common sense” understanding of the
collective social articulation of values. So far the food movement has been more
successful in achieving behavioural change (i.e. ethical consumption choices) than the
political change envisioned by early activists (Goodman et al., 2014). Bernstein (2014)
argues that the expectation of political change based on the tenets of food sovereignty
is unreasonable, given the diversity of actors and interests—from peasants to lowincome consumers—and the scale of the program necessary to implement change. The
latter would involve coordinated efforts to address numerous factors that shape global
food systems, including trade liberalization, financialization, austerity, concentration
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throughout the food chain, control of genetic material, agrofuels, and fossil fuel addiction
(Bernstein 2014). As a result, some scholars argue that, while policy-oriented initiatives
are important, widespread political change will not happen instantly, and therefore
political pragmatism, or a willingness to negotiate, compromise, and accept incremental
results is required, since “there are no clear, practical alternatives to incremental
change at this time” (Hassanein, 2003:84).
While wholesale policy changes may be extremely important for long-term sustainability,
many of these policies may take years, if not decades, to implement (MacRae, 2011).
Perhaps most importantly, policy changes can only be implemented so far as policy
makers accept them. If calls for policy change are perceived as unfeasible by policy
makers, these calls are unlikely to be heeded. This applies not only to radical changes
such as state-level redistribution or reallocation of resources, but also to smaller
changes that might rattle the “lock-in mechanisms” of the existing food supply chain,
including sunk investments in infrastructure, existing training/expertise, firm values and
discourse, power and lobby groups that resist change, and consumer lifestyle and
preferences (Geels, 2011).
2.3.1.4 Strategy 4—Demonstrate: Collective Impact
Given the theoretical and practical barriers of “transition” and “transform” strategies, a
number of scholars suggest that alternative food system structures and practices must
not only help to shape social practice but also demonstrate what is possible by
transforming how regional food systems are organized and governed (Lowitt et al.,
2016). That is, it is not enough that alternative structures are “outside” of conventional
market chains or that alternative practices are “different” or innovative: that difference,
that innovation must integrate and demonstrate a core set of fundamental values—
including collective subjectivities (Levkoe, 2011), increased equity, and democratization
of control (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015)—that are both central and shared strategic
priorities. Many have suggested that, since food movements are fragmented in their
goals and approaches to the food crisis, there may be a need for “convergence in
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diversity” (Constance, Friedland, Renard, & Rivera-Ferre, 2014) or a common platform
that respects this diversity while providing a unified alliance that both protests against
the industrial food system and provides an alternative to it (Amin, 2011; Mount et al.,
2013). This necessitates the construction of broad-based consensus through alliances
that pull together farm and food system advocates and demonstrate the full range of
value that alternative practices can bring to ecosystem and community resilience,
health, and well-being. Such a strategy will entail repoliticization of change strategies by
bringing together those working on political or structural issues and those working “on
the ground” to share knowledge and experiences, develop a shared understanding of
what must be valued in a sustainable food system, and advance feasible actions and
policies to build that system (Amin, 2011; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011).
“Demonstrate” strategies differ from “transition” strategies to the extent that they
explicitly identify alternative values that are essential to sustainable systems. Practical
initiatives create collective impact by filling “cracks” in the industrial food system,
providing pressure from within the system to open up new spaces of possibility for
structural change (Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007). For instance, agro-ecological
production practices and direct markets provide pragmatic actions and everyday
practices that may be needed to supplement the broader movements for political
change (e.g. Fernandez et al., 2012; Wittman, 2009). The need to link political demands
with agro-ecology to achieve social, economic, and environmental goals are
increasingly apparent as “both NGOs and the farmers realize that simply producing
more food more ecologically will not save their livelihoods from the enclosures of the
corporate food regime” (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011:126). In a study of farmerbased political initiatives in Brazil, only after rejecting industrial agriculture practices and
adopting agro-ecological practices were farmers able to achieve economic stability
(Holt-Giménez, 2009). Additionally, the initiatives support policy change by combining
advocacy with action through founding schools that integrate agro-ecological training
with agrarian advocacy (Holt-Giménez, 2009).
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Of course, as with any broadly defined categorization, the limits of “demonstrate”
strategies will be tested. For example, some have suggested that, in the global North—
where there are far more consumers than producers—market-based initiatives may
provide an opportunity to engage members of the public uncomfortable with political
activism (Stevenson, Ruhf, Lezberg, & Clancy, 2007). Indeed, market-based initiatives
may be vital for successful political action, if policy change requires public awareness
and collective action (Stevenson et al., 2007). Further, if transforming the food system
“depends on entrenching alternative values ever more deeply in everyday practices”
(Goodman et al., 2014:5), then one means for bringing alternative values into everyday
practices is through market-based initiatives that engage a broad spectrum of
community members (Stevenson et al., 2007). Therefore, the expansion of alternative
markets that enhance social and environmental values, are notably distinct from
capitalist markets that value only economic returns, and create community value
change through everyday practice will in fact support broader structural change
(Andrée, Ballamingie, & Sinclair-Waters, 2014).
For many of these scholars, the discourse of the “opposition” strategy paints a totalizing
view of neo-liberal political structures that precludes the potential for alternatives to
transform the food system (Andrée et al., 2014; Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007).
This capitalocentric thinking ignores the ways in which community-based market
initiatives are different from traditional capitalist markets, and instead sees all forms of
economic activity in relation to capitalism—whether “the same as, the opposite of, a
complement to, or contained within capitalism” (Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007:23).
Criticisms of market-based initiatives—that assume such initiatives unavoidably reflect
capitalism and neo-liberalism-by-association—may serve to undermine the
transformative potential of such alternatives since “if there is nothing untouched by
capitalism, there is no place to stand from which to combat it” (Gibson-Graham &
Cameron, 2007:21). Focusing too closely on whether market-based initiatives represent
true alternatives to the dominant market structure may undermine and weaken
community support for alternatives (Gibson-Graham, 2006). Rather than focusing on the
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ways in which current market structures inhibit change, Gibson-Graham and Cameron
(2007) advocate the politics of the possible—searching for cracks or spaces of
possibility and focusing instead on the ways in which such initiatives demonstrate a
desire to transform the dominant economic model.
Political initiatives that work within neo-liberal structures may have greater potential for
adoption (and thus transformation) than radical calls for dismantling existing policies
precisely “because of the appearance of mere reformism” (Mount & Andrée, 2013:588).
Eaton (2013) demonstrates this model in her investigation of the 2001 coalition to ban
Roundup Ready (RR) wheat in Canada, which included environmental organizations,
consumer interest groups, and producer organizations. Given federal commitment to
market competitiveness and export-oriented agriculture, and an insistence by RR
proponents that the only appropriate method for determining the suitability of RR wheat
in Canada was through the market—i.e. by introducing the product and allowing
individual choice to dictate RR wheat sales—the coalition’s most convincing argument
to ban RR wheat was to demonstrate that RR wheat would threaten Canada’s
competitiveness in export markets. Working within neo-liberal logic allowed the coalition
greater success than a call for dismantling corporate power.
While alternative food initiatives are constrained by neo-liberal structures, they
simultaneously influence these structures (Mount & Andrée, 2013). As a result of neoliberal processes of devolution that saw a downloading of responsibilities to regional
and local governments—without attendant funding—Mount and Andrée (2013) found an
increasing prevalence of hybrid food initiatives made up of public–civil society
organization (CSO) partnerships, where government agencies partner with non-profits
in order to access alternative funding and deliver public services. Hybrid public–CSO
initiatives “may produce a strong base for strategic alliances with widespread discursive
appeal and legitimacy” to policy makers (Mount & Andrée, 2013:588). Developing new
forms of governance not only within but because of the neo-liberal context “constitutes
an important point of egress for AFNs, allowing local and regional actors to re-frame
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their relations in a common-sense manner, and negotiate regionally responsive policies
and regulation” (Mount & Andrée, 2013:588).
There is no doubt that actions in hybrid spaces are susceptible to co-optation, a
possibility in any complex governance arrangement that invites both democratization
and diverse priorities. Additionally, spaces neglected by the state lack state funding,
making any initiatives inhabiting these spaces precarious. Finally, by addressing the
negative outcomes of neo-liberalization without specifically highlighting and challenging
root causes, these actions face the charge that they are simply dressing wounds while
providing implicit support for neo-liberal policies. Yet where such acts demonstrate the
possibility of alternative value constructions that respond to local needs, they
demonstrate the potential of strategies that operate within the cracks of neo-liberalism.
2.3.2 Visualizing Sustainable Food Systems: Implications of Scale
As scholars and food systems practitioners theorize how to develop sustainable food
systems, they must also consider what, precisely a sustainable food system entails—in
terms not only of values but also of the infrastructure and policy that supports those
values. Given the increasing market share of organic and fair-trade alternatives,
combined with characteristics such as product certification and global supply chains that
make such alternatives compatible with the conventional food system, these two
initiatives may most effectively support the development of a sustainable food system.
Yet while both organic and fair-trade initiatives have improved aspects of the
conventional food system in terms of environmental and social standards, respectively,
they have also suffered from consumer skepticism and criticism over relaxed standards
and the conventionalization of production and marketing practices (Guthman, 2004;
Lockie & Halpin, 2005; Smith & Marsden, 2004). Conventionalization occurs when an
alternative niche falls prey to increased competition, intensification of production,
concentration of markets, falling premiums, and a loss of producer control (for
discussion, see Mount & Smithers, 2014). The spectre of conventionalization limits what
change strategies are possible, since sustainable food systems must be based on long15

term viability for producers; structures that reproduce conventional outcomes—that is,
food chains based on diminishing returns and lack of producer control—will only serve
to discourage producers who are looking to alternative systems for alternative outcomes
(Mount & Smithers, 2014).
Such criticisms imply that local food systems may be better suited to support
sustainable food systems. Yet one of the challenges of developing sustainable food
systems stems from the fact that many of the factors that influence these systems—
including trade, investment, regulations, and governance—operate across multiple
scales, from local to global. These factors are primarily designed to facilitate global
conventional food systems, yet they often raise barriers that interfere with the
operations of alternative and local food systems. Most often these barriers come in the
form of subsidies that lower the prices of conventional products and regulations
designed to ensure that food produced and processed in large-scale industrial facilities
meet food safety or international trade standards—regulations that are entirely
inappropriate to the scale and practices of regional food systems (Blay-Palmer,
Landman, Knezevic, & Hayhurst, 2013; Mount et al., 2013).
In North America, despite the growth over the last decade of direct sales and alternative
initiatives, most local food markets remain under-supplied (Boecker & Micheels, 2015;
Low et al., 2015). One persistent critique suggests that, without an increase in scale that
involves more people, more food, and a larger proportion of economic activity, they will
not have a significant impact on the broader food system (Goodman, 2004; Mount,
2012; Stevenson & Pirog, 2008). While education and demonstration are critical
components of the modern, increasingly urban sustainable food system, in order to
provide a platform for sustainable food system development and regional self-reliance
(Clancy & Ruhf, 2010), these alternatives must include and incorporate increased
production for localized markets in peri-urban and rural regions. Of course, while
increasing in scale, these alternatives must not only avoid reproducing the issues of the
systems that they are replacing, they must also be seen to actively address those
issues. Practically, this means that alternative systems must avoid potential pitfalls—
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including conventionalization and conflicts in managing supply—while developing
alternative infrastructure and methods of governance, in order to increase in scale while
producing sustainable outcomes.
While much of the early Canadian growth in alternatives has resulted from scaling out—
that is, reproducing successful, small initiatives in multiple communities—for many the
question remains whether these initiatives can scale up without losing important values
and legitimacy. While small-scale alternatives could increase efficiencies through
increased scales of operation, the challenge comes in doing so without sacrificing
qualities that are essential to the success of small-scale initiatives, including
transparency, accountability, trust, reassurance, and authenticity (Mount, 2012; Rogers
& Fraszczak, 2014). In this regard, the lessons of the conventionalization of the organic
sector serve as a cautionary tale for many alternatives. Increased scale without
appropriate attention to methods that ensure viable farm incomes and enhance the
connections between producers and consumers will create the conditions for the
reproduction of conventional outcomes (Mount & Smithers, 2014).
One significant barrier to scaling up is the fact that the aggregation, processing,
distribution, and marketing infrastructure that would support local or regional-scale
systems either has disappeared or is ill-equipped to meet the requirements of modern,
alternative markets. While appropriate physical infrastructure receives much attention
and funding in this regard (Mount, 2012), without matching social infrastructure these
changes will not demonstrate a viable alternative or build the support required to
challenge the status quo. This social infrastructure must build alternative ways of
valuing and interacting within a governance structure that fits together the complex
human interests, priorities, and relationships—and their food chain—in ways that make
sense. Sustainable food systems require a fine balance between elements that may
appear incompatible on a spreadsheet, including producer viability, ecological
enhancement, and broader social accessibility to fresh, nutritious food. Infrastructure to
reproduce these systems will almost certainly require new organizational and
governance structures—including co-operative and not-for-profit elements that
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encourage regional collaboration (Lamine, 2015; Pirog, Harper, Gerencer, et al., 2014;
Sumner, McMurtry, & Renglich, 2014), allow for the negotiation of diverse priorities
(Mount, 2012), and enable the development of shared markets and values-based food
supply chains (Clancy & Ruhf, 2010; Renglich, 2015).
However, it is early days for these efforts to scale up. Attempts to fit new alternatives
into existing food distribution and marketing structures have run up against the
rationales and practices that drive those structures (Bloom & Hinrichs, 2010). Many
communities and regions are investing in or otherwise encouraging new infrastructure—
including both market-driven and co-op food hubs—as a means of offering maximum
return to producers while maintaining transparency and connections throughout the food
chain (Cantrell & Heuer, 2014), and delivering regional economic multiplier effects
(Schmit, Jablonski, & Kay, 2013). It remains to be seen which models can balance the
seemingly incompatible over the long term—that is, whether market-based models can
balance profit with increased community food access and ecological benefits, or
alternative models can deliver producer viability along with social justice and fresh,
nutritious food.
Whether scaling up or scaling out, pressures of managing and maintaining supply are
inevitable (Mount, 2017)—as success will attract more producers looking for high rates
of return, and with increased supply, market pressures will push prices down. At the
same time, larger numbers of “players” will inevitably increase the number of differing
priorities to be reconciled, leading to more complex, messier governance structures.
This is a critically important concern for those advocating the “collective impact” theory
of food systems change. As various alternative political and practical initiatives
converge, there is a need to consider which sorts of policies and governance structures
support collaboration. Movements are not built on assumptions of shared values and
goals, derived from umbrella concepts—such as “peasant,” “food sovereignty” or
“ethical consumer” (see Bernstein, 2014)—but on willingness and ability to appreciate
and accommodate diverse priorities, extract commonalities, and work toward mutually
beneficial food systems. Collaboration is essential to produce tangible, identifiable
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regional examples that will demonstrate alternative value conceptions, challenge
accepted wisdom, and therefore serve more effectively to garner support in the context
of productivist and neo-liberal discourse that supports and entrenches the conventional
agri-food system.
The defining features of neo-liberalism include privatization of what is public and
marketization of everything else; deregulation to reduce state interference in the free
market and reregulation to provide state interference that facilitates privatization and
marketization; running public services as if they were businesses; and encouraging civil
society to provide public services that do not lend themselves to bottom-line business
assessments (see Castree, 2008). The latter is particularly relevant to the “reform,”
“transition,” and “demonstrate” strategies which, by ameliorating the worst of the social
and environmental effects of the current system without addressing root causes, could
be accused of creating the conditions for its reproduction.
Neo-liberalization relies fundamentally on a discourse that delivers the tenets of neoliberalism with the ring of common sense. Eaton (2013) suggests that neo-liberalism in
practice not only aims to adjust political economic policies in favour of agri-business, it
also aims to influence how people understand the world, thereby influencing how people
act. Neo-liberal discourse influences how people (such as farmers, social movement
actors, and Canadians) perceive what is possible (Guthman, 2008) and “makes certain
policies and explanations seem natural . . . and others seem unfair” (Eaton, 2013:xv).
While proponents of neo-liberalism extol the benefits of unfettered capitalism, “the very
idea that the state can be taken out of the market is not based on the actual history of
capitalism [which] reveals that capitalist social and political relations have always
required a strong state to create and reproduce them” (Fridell, 2013:13). These mutually
reinforced bonds shape the food system: corporate influence led to neo-liberal
restructuring in the Canadian food system during the 1980s (Qualman, 2011), and
continues to this day—for example, in multinational free trade agreements (Fridell,
2013). Trade agreements are market rules constructed by the state, and the state is a
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key player in ensuring the rules are followed (Fridell, 2013). While proponents of
capitalism may oppose state interference through social and environmental regulations,
they rely on an authoritative state, both to enter into and to uphold trade agreements
and capitalist market structures.
Some strategies, including those based on sustainable intensification, may place too
much power in neo-liberalism and capitalism as monoliths that enforce a food system
that cannot be changed—only amended. Yet strategies that advocate transformation of
the food system through political demands may leave no place to stand from which to
combat neo-liberalism. Other strategies find space to work around neo-liberal structures
and create pockets of alternatives within the industrial food system, viewing these
pockets as cracks within neo-liberalism that could be expanded to change the food
system as a whole; cracks that demonstrate the possibilities for a more sustainable food
system built on social equity, environmental justice, and economies that support
communities.
2.3.3 Conclusion
While scholars have advocated a variety of strategies for developing sustainable food
systems, the highest transformative potential may result from a strategy that
supplements a broader movement for political change with pragmatic everyday practice
(Marsden & Franklin, 2013). Strategies that are capital intensive, technology based, and
focused on increasing production may exacerbate key problems in food system
sustainability, as such solutions do not drastically differ from those offered by the Green
Revolution, which did little to alleviate widespread hunger, loss of peasant and family
farmers, and environmental degradation (Holt-Giménez, 2013). Some scholars instead
see solutions in strategies that centre on people, whether through the provision of
alternatives, demands for radical reform that supports producers and consumers, or a
demonstration of collective values. Solutions based in political change are logistically
complex, while solutions based in practice may suffer from parochialism. To build a
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sustainable food system may require a strategy that infuses solutions based in practice
with the capacity to demonstrate the need for, and feasibility of, political change.
Advocates and practitioners must converge to facilitate transformative change since
neither demands for radical change nor community-based initiatives will change the
food system alone (Transnational Institute, 2012). There is some evidence for growing
convergence in Canada, as research has shown that many food organizations operate
simultaneously within public, private, and community spheres, and that core priorities
and projects change over time as new challenges and opportunities arise (Mount &
Andrée, 2013). Hybridity and fluidity within organizations indicate the difficulty in
attempting to classify alternative food organizations as utilizing one of “transition,”
“transform,” or “demonstrate” strategies. In turn, the difficulty of classifying foodmovement practices highlights the challenges inherent in creating distinct strategies in
theory, based on food movement practices and approaches that often overlap or
complement one another, even within one organization. These theoretical barriers
provide an optimistic vision of the potential for the food movement to change the food
system, as the overlap demonstrates possibilities for movement building through
alliances between diverse organizations. Additionally, the overlap demonstrates
possible spaces and mechanisms for collaboration—between organizations, between
those with diverse priorities, between political and pragmatic strategies—that will be
essential in developing a sustainable food system.
Although there is a clear need for political change to facilitate development of a
sustainable food system, initiatives that create alternatives within the current food
system may be an important first step toward this change, particularly considering the
current popularity of these initiatives (Marsden & Franklin, 2013). Production-oriented
and certain forms of market-based activities (i.e. network-based markets) provide an
opportunity to engage in pragmatic, on-the-ground activities simultaneously with
broader initiatives for political change (Goodman et al., 2014; Wittman, 2009). Systemic
change demands community engagement; initiatives that aim to engage consumers
may be necessary to ensure that policy outcomes are supported by the public (Hinrichs,
21

2014). That is, the prevalence of alternative markets may provide the means for
creating a change in what people view as possible.
Yet as alternative markets increase in scale—by either scaling up or scaling out—we
must consider carefully the qualities and values needed in a sustainable food system,
and whether (and which) trade-offs must be made to maintain adequate food supplies.
Infrastructure required to reproduce this system includes new organizational and
governance structures—including co-operative and not-for-profit elements of the true
food value chain. Balancing essential scale production in peri-urban and rural regions
may be needed in the modern, increasingly urban sustainable food system, and
education and demonstration are critical components of food system change strategies.
Changing public perceptions of the way things are, the way they ought to be, and the
possibilities for getting there may help destabilize the monolith of neo-liberalism and
allow niche alternative markets to expand their reach, ultimately leading to the
development of a sustainable food system.
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3 Transitioning to a Sustainable Food System through
Policy? Examining Barriers to Food Movement
Participation in Policy Change
3.1 Preface to the Manuscript
Following the theories of systemic change presented in the previous chapter, the
remainder of the dissertation provides empirical evidence for investigating how the food
movement can support a transition to a sustainable food system in Canada. Specifically,
I aim to address the disconnect between food movement scholars outlining the need for
oppositional, political action, and food policy scholars outlining failures of the federal
government to adequately engage the food movement. As noted in the introduction, in
this dissertation I argue that this disconnect stems from food movement organizations
working for systemic change from within the bounds of that system. As such, there is a
need to more closely investigate the barriers faced by the food movement when seeking
political change. In this chapter, I examine these barriers.
This chapter outlines the political context that the Canadian food movement is working
in (a broad overview of the Canadian food system is included in Appendix III, followed
by a white paper outlining recommendations for improving food systems governance in
Canada in Appendix IV). The political context is framed using the multi-level perspective
(Geels, 2011), including an explanation of ‘landscape’ and ‘niche’ pressures that are
opening cracks in Canada’s food system. Utilizing the multi-level perspective, a
fundamental sustainability transitions conceptual framework, this paper addresses two
needs in the food movement literature: (1) for a conceptual framework that grounds the
plethora of case studies in food movement scholarship (Moragues-Faus & Marsden,
2017), and (2) to more clearly link food scholarship with sustainability transitions
scholarship to clarify how transitions toward a sustainable food system may occur
(Hinrichs, 2014). In addition, I contribute to analyses of sustainable intensification and
food sovereignty as different ideologies in conflict in international policy circles,
specifically regarding how this conflict impacts and plays out in Canadian food policy
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development and influences opportunities for food movement organizations to affect
policy change.
In this chapter, I examine the consultation process of Growing Forward 2, Canada’s
primary agriculture policy framework at the time of writing. Using sustainability
transitions theory, I provide insight on why Canadian federal public consultation
processes are consistently viewed as failures by groups seeking systemic change. I use
empirical data to examine more closely the barriers faced by civil society actors that
make up the food movement, focusing on the tools used to uphold the status quo.
Conducting a text analysis on parliamentary committee meeting transcripts, I consider
who was invited to speak, and the way in which food movement actors were silenced,
and industry groups given voice, through the topics that they were invited to speak on.
Further critiquing the “transform” strategies introduced in Chapter 2, in this chapter I
argue that broad systemic changes led by the food movement are not possible in
existing policy channels, and utilize sustainability transitions theory to demonstrate
possibilities for broad systemic change outside of these policy channels.
3.1.1 Preface References
Hinrichs, C. (2014). Transitions to sustainability: a change in thinking about food
systems change? Agriculture and Human Values. doi:10.1007/s10460-014-94795
Geels, F. W. (2011). The multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions: Responses
to seven criticisms. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 1(1), 2440. doi:10.1016/j.eist.2011.02.002
Moragues-Faus, A., & Marsden, T. (2017). The political ecology of food: Carving
‘spaces of possibility’ in a new research agenda. Journal of Rural Studies, 55,
275-288. doi:10.1016/j.jrurstud.2017.08.016
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3.2 Publication Details
McInnes, A. (in press). Integrating sustainability transitions and food systems research
to examine consultation failures in Canadian food policymaking. Environmental
Policy and Planning.

3.3 Manuscript Two
3.3.1 Abstract
Researchers have called for further integration of sustainability transitions theory into
food scholarship. The objective of this paper is to integrate these bodies of literature by
examining a Canadian case study, Growing Forward 2 (GF2) through the multi-level
perspective. I argue that this framework is a valuable tool for explaining why Canadian
policy consultation processes are consistently viewed as failures by civil society
organizations (CSOs), and provide clarity on the barriers to CSO consultation in food
policy development. Using qualitative analysis on expert witness statements in GF2
committee meetings, I found two key barriers within GF2. First, expert witnesses were
predominantly from industry and producer groups, with limited and strategic CSOs
invited to voice their suggestions. Second, witnesses were invited to speak on particular
topics, resulting in policy based on pre-determined goals in support of the regime. I
argue that these barriers provide voice to industry groups, and exclude CSOs from
having their voices heard, suggesting that Canada will not transition towards a
sustainable food system – as defined by CSOs – through existing policy channels. This
article also contributes to analyses on the conflict between sustainable intensification
and food sovereignty as it plays out in Canadian policy.
Keywords: sustainability transitions; food policy; sustainable intensification; food
sovereignty; multi-level perspective
3.3.2 Introduction
While many scholars insist that civil society organizations (CSOs) seeking to support a
transition to a sustainable food system must engage in political action to encourage
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policy change (Guthman, 2008; Wittman, 2009), others point out that since neoliberal
restructuring in the 1980s, the Canadian federal government has consistently excluded
CSOs from participating in policymaking in a meaningful way, resulting in little
substantial change to Canadian food policy during this time (Abergel, 2012; Koc & Bas,
2012). The disconnect between these arguments requires further understanding of
barriers to CSO participation in policy change, as well as how sustainability transitions
occur. Researchers have suggested that more explicit integration of sustainability
transitions theory in food scholarship can help to build a more critical food scholarship
and better support food systems change (Hinrichs, 2014). This paper aims to address
this gap through a Canadian case study by using the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP), a
sustainability transitions theory to examine the consultation process for Growing
Forward 2 (GF2), Canada’s former agriculture policy.
Sustainability transitions research aims to promote action for large-scale societal
transitions within particular sectors, such as energy, water, transportation or food
(Hinrichs, 2010). This is done through analysis of how new, more sustainable social
systems emerge and replace existing systems. A key analytical framework in
sustainability transitions research is the MLP, used to conceptualize where and how
sustainability transitions occur (Geels, 2011). Transitions are explained as the
interaction between three levels: niche, regime, and landscape (Geels, 2011). The niche
level is the space where innovation occurs and develops, such as research and
development laboratories or niche markets (e.g. farmers’ markets; labelling schemes); it
is the domain where individual agency is most easily exercised (Geels, 2011). The
regime level includes the formal rules and established practices (e.g. common
practices, policy, regulations, and institutions), and is typically the key area of interest in
policy studies (Geels, 2011). The landscape level includes broad contextual influences
such as the environment, demographic trends, political ideology, societal values and
economic patterns (Geels, 2011). These levels are not intended to predict sustainability
transitions, but instead provide a heuristic device to conceptualize factors involved in
sustainability transitions (Geels, 2011).
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GF2 was developed during a time of increasing landscape pressure, known as an ongoing global ‘food crisis’ characterized by high and volatile food prices that began in
2008 and initiated an increasing awareness of corporate control over the food system,
agriculture-driven environmental destruction, and global food inequity that continues a
decade later (Clapp and Scott, 2018). This period in Canada also saw intensification of
the ‘farm crisis’ in which farm incomes remain low despite rising agri-business profits
(Qualman, 2011). Responding to these landscape pressures and other food system
concerns including animal welfare, farmworker justice, Indigenous food sovereignty, and
others, CSOs in Canada have advanced place-based solutions at the niche level,
known as food movement initiatives (Levkoe, 2014). Despite these landscape and niche
pressures, GF2 was not substantially different from its preceding policy framework
aimed at productionist and export-oriented agriculture (Wipf, 2013), demonstrating a
process of regime stabilization.
Following a more in depth review of these pressures, I outline my methods and findings,
examining the federal committee consultation process and considering the ways in
which this process provided the means for the regime to stabilize itself. In doing so, I
assess the barriers to CSO participation in food policy consultation in Canada and
consider how CSOs within and outside of Canada may better support a transition
towards a sustainable food system. By articulating the GF2 consultation as a process at
the regime level and considering both food systems researchers (Lang, 2005) and
sustainability transitions researchers (Avelino & Wittmayer, 2016; Geels, 2011) in my
analytical framework, I provide further understanding of theory in the politics of
sustainable food system transitions. I argue that sustainability transitions theory
explains the consistent failures of CSO consultation in food policy development, and in
doing so, provide clarity on barriers to CSO-driven policy change by outlining the
mechanisms by which CSOs are excluded from the consultation process. This case
study shows that CSOs may better support broad systems change outside of formal
policymaking channels at the regime level. I conclude with consideration of the utility of
sustainability transitions research for investigating the role of CSOs in sustainability
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transitions.
3.3.3 Sustainability Transitions in the Canadian Food Policy Context
As noted, scholars have suggested that, since 2008, we have faced a global “food
crisis” characterized by rising and volatile food prices, and agriculturally driven
environmental decline (Clapp, 2009; Foley et al., 2011). The food crisis is a significant
landscape pressure in the food system (Marsden, 2013), yet scholars, policymakers and
activists disagree on the ultimate drivers, and thus proposed solutions, of this crisis.
Lang and Heasman (2015) posit that food policy is currently in a ‘Food Wars’ phase in
which competing and contradictory solutions are advanced in policy circles, as different
actors with different priorities and interests seek to influence food systems change in
their favour. Two dominant and conflicting ideologies, sustainable intensification and
food sovereignty, have been at the forefront of these debates.
Scholars advancing sustainable intensification argue that the growing crisis in the food
system is a “threefold challenge” to reduce world hunger and meet rising food demand
under increasing environmental stress due to climate change and declining resources
(land, water and energy) (Godfray et al., 2010, p. 812). The ultimate driver of this crisis
is low production and its solution is to increase production by 70% by 2050, while
reducing environmental impacts of agriculture (e.g. Foley, et al., 2011). Sustainable
intensification was first coined in the U.K. by The Royal Society (2009), and the goal to
increase production by 70% quickly became the dominant discourse in international
governments and policy circles, and was taken up by food scholars situated in science
and technology (Tomlinson, 2011). Driven by the same productionist ideology that
underlies the current food system, improved technology is key to meeting the threefold
challenge. For instance, precision agriculture that combines sensors, machinery and
information management systems to monitor each location within a field, or individual
animals, can increase production while improving resource management (Gebbers and
Adamchuk, 2010). Genetically modified organisms offer similar promises to increase
production and improve the agricultural environment (Fedoroff, 2013). These solutions
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broadly maintain productionism as the status quo in the food system, with enhanced
technology.
In contrast, scholars advancing food sovereignty suggest that such capital-intensive
technologies have in fact worsened incomes for producers and led the environmental
destruction associated with agriculture, and propose instead systematic changes to the
food system away from productionism. Food sovereignty was first introduced by Via
Campesina in 1996 as a movement in the Global South for peasant solidarity and the
decommodification of food, yet has been advanced by social scientists and activists as
an alternative to neoliberal food policy in the global north (Wittman, Desmarais, &
Wiebe, 2011). In Canada, civil society organizations including Food Secure Canada and
the National Farmers Union promote political change rooted in food sovereignty (Food
Secure Canada, 2016; NFU, 2012). Scholars advancing food sovereignty question the
need to increase production by 70% since in the initial model, this was stated as the
most likely future scenario, rather than a normative goal (Tomlinson, 2011). For these
scholars and activists, the food crisis is better characterized by ‘record levels of hunger
for the world's poor at a time of record global harvests as well as record profits for the
world's major agrifoods corporations’ (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck, 2011, p. 111). As
corporate concentration and industry power have increased over the past 30 years, a
seemingly persistent crisis of low food prices drove many away from farming, yet today,
in an era of corporate control over the food system, we are experiencing a crisis of high
prices (Rosset, 2008). As such, these scholars argue that the ultimate driver is
corporate control and unequal distribution of resources. In the global north, food
sovereignty as a solution is often defined as local food systems that advance
ecologically and socially sustainable principles (Wiebe and Wipf, 2011). Specific policy
solutions for the global food crisis include reducing corporate control, primarily through
protection for domestic markets (against dumping, and high and volatile prices), national
food supply management, recovery of peasant and family farmers (through policy
supportive of marketing boards, floor prices, public funding), and dismantling corporate
monopolies (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck, 2011; Rosset, 2008). Environmental
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challenges are best addressed through agroecological principles and protecting
community rights to land, seed, and water (Holt-Giménez and Altieri, 2013; Rosset and
Altieri, 1997). These conflicting ideologies – sustainable intensification and food
sovereignty – indicate global landscape pressures with the potential to solidify or disrupt
the regime, respectively.
3.3.3.1 Landscape Pressures in Canada
In Canada, the 2008 food crisis manifested in increasing pressure on food banks and
increasing costs to Canadian consumers, but also in brief, if uneven, relief to the ‘farm
crisis’, the on-going economic hardship faced by producers (Desmarais and Wittman,
2014; Wipf, 2013). Canadian producers, caught between input suppliers raising the cost
of inputs, and food processors controlling the prices of final products and keeping them
low, have long been stuck in a cost-price squeeze that has forced many away from
farming (Qualman, 2011). Though high commodity prices provided economic relief to
some producers, particularly grain producers, during the 2008 food crisis, the relief was
not experienced uniformly across Canada, and agribusiness continued to capture the
majority of producer incomes (Wipf, 2013). During the period of time leading up to the
development of GF2, Canada also experienced a string of food safety concerns, and
floods, droughts, diseases and pests affecting Canadian farms, including listeriosis in a
Toronto-based meat processing plant in 2008, H1N1 in Canadian hogs in 2009, and
Spring flooding in prairie regions in 2010 and 2011 (Alberta Agriculture and Forestry,
2011; Arnason, 2011; Wipf, 2013). An additional landscape pressure at this time, with
the potential to derail Canada’s export-oriented system, was the failure of the Doha
Round of international trade agreements, primarily due to the failure of the UK and US
to rein in agricultural subsidies (MacRae, 2014). These landscape developments put
pressure on the regime to change or adapt, and led to a number of niche responses.
3.3.3.2 Niche Responses in Canada
In response to these landscape pressures, producers increased calls for disaster relief
(Wipf, 2013), and Canadian consumers began participating in a ‘vote with your fork’
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campaign that gained attention across the country (Elton, 2010). These consumers are
concerned about consumer health, Indigenous food sovereignty, producer incomes,
animal welfare on farms, and the environmental impacts of agriculture ranging from
pesticides and water supplies to carbon emissions of distant value chains, all issues
consistent with food sovereignty (Desmarais and Wittman, 2014). Though changing
values are landscape pressures, the increase in niche-level initiatives responding to
these changing values is more readily captured by current research. Increasing
pressure on the regime from the niche level at this time was seen in the expansion of
farmers’ markets (Beckie, Kennedy, & Wittman, 2012), and the increasing consumption
of Organic-certified products (Kendrick, 2009). These initiatives move beyond
consumption patterns, and aim to educate and engage the public on environmental and
social justice issues, as well as direct attempts at policy change through a rising number
of food policy councils (Beckie, et al., 2012; MacRae and Donahue, 2013). The increase
in consumer and civic engagement within these niche initiatives has been characterized
as a growing ‘food movement’ within Canada, led by CSOs and strengthened through
the development of a national food movement network, Food Secure Canada, in 2006
(Kneen, 2011). In the time leading up to the development of GF2, Canadian scholars
and CSOs argued for food sovereignty policies to be implemented in federal food policy,
and for increasing attention to domestic issues over international trade (Wittman,
Desmarais, & Wiebe, 2011).
3.3.3.3 Regime Stabilization in Canada
In the midst of these landscape and niche pressures, Canada tabled GF2, an agrifood
policy framework aimed primarily at increasing production for global markets. Though
focused on ‘agrifood’ policy, GF2 may be a key starting point for food systems
transformation since currently there is no broad food ministry in Canada and food-based
policy discussion often falls to the federal ministry Agriculture and Agrifood Canada
(AAFC) despite a number of other federal ministries that govern food related issues,
including Health Canada and Fisheries and Oceans Canada. For instance, in 2015 the
development of a food policy was included as a top priority in the mandate letter sent to
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the AAFC Minister, Laurence MacAuley, by Prime Minister Trudeau (Trudeau, 2015).
Implemented in 2013, GF2 was a five-year program following the original GF
framework, though it marked a shift away from subsidy programs. Instead, the $3 billion
investment by the federal government focused on non-subsidy programs including
strategic initiatives in economic competitiveness, market opportunities, and product and
technology innovation. Specifically, the strategic programs included a $2 billion
provincial component (cost-shared with the federal government on a 60:40
federal/provincial ratio) that provided flexibility for provinces to address local issues that
fall within three priority areas: Innovation, Competitiveness and Market Development,
and Adaptability and Industry Capacity (AAFC, 2015). In addition, the $1 billion federal
component provided funding for technology development (AgriInnovation; $698 million),
market development and improving food safety systems (AgriMarketing; $341 million),
and adaptation to changing market preferences and business development to enhance
profitability (AgriCompetitiveness; $114.5 million). Subsidy funding included undefined
amounts for four Business Risk Management (BRM) programs: AgriStability, Agrilnvest,
Agrilnsurance and AgriRecovery, as well as support for supply management. Not
substantially different from previous Canadian agrifood policy, GF2 is a manifestation of
the regime stabilizing itself in the midst of a number of landscape and niche pressures.
How regime stabilization occurred despite a federal consultation process and an
increasingly vocal CSO network aligned with food sovereignty principles requires further
investigation. Indeed, Canadian federal food policy has consistently neglected to reflect
CSO interests (Kneen, 2011). Scholars argue that since neoliberal restructuring in the
1980s, agribusiness has been the dominant voice in policy to the exclusion of CSOs
(Blay-Palmer, 2012). As a result, food system scholars have begun to investigate public
consultation in federal food policymaking (MacRae, Abergel, & Koc, 2012). This body of
literature is littered with examples of failed public consultations. For example, the
Canadian Biotechnology Advisory Committee was established by the federal
government to address biotech policy through public consultation and expert advice, yet
was ultimately boycotted by CSOs due to the federal government’s close ties with the
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biotech industry and nominal involvement of CSOs (Abergel, 2012). Critics have
suggested that its only function was to permit pre-determined policies to proceed
unhindered (Abergel, 2012). An investigation of Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security
yielded similar findings: while private corporations were not involved in the consultation
process, their interest in maintaining competitiveness in a global market was
emphasized in the final report, while CSOs had their concerns recorded but did not find
the process not truly consultative as there was no opportunity for discussion with
policymakers (Koc and Bas, 2012). Others have pointed out successes, including
federal rejection of both recombinant bovine growth hormone and Roundup Ready
Wheat due to significant opposition from CSOs, though in coalition with farm and supply
chain lobby groups (Andrée, 2011; Magnan, 2007), and through international-marketbased arguments (Eaton, 2013), indicating that civil society alone has had limited
success in adjusting Canadian food policy.
While these case studies represent strong evidence of industry power in Canadian food
policy, and indicates that there are barriers to CSO participation in these processes,
little is known about the specific mechanisms supporting these barriers. By analysing
the GF2 consultations through a sustainability transitions lens, this research provides
clarity on the specific mechanisms by which CSOs are excluded from policy
consultation, and as such provides insight on why civil society has had limited success
in changing food policy.
3.3.4 Methods
This analysis of GF2 is situated within sustainability transitions theory and the MLP as
outlined in the introduction. This analytical method has been challenged by a number of
researchers who seek to more carefully consider the politics implicated in sustainability
transitions (e.g. Lawhon and Murphy, 2011; Shove and Walker, 2010). Critics of this
framework suggest that there is tension between the need for broad systematic change
and democratic processes of sustainability transitions, and suggest that by analysing
power and participants in the processes (for instance, policy consultation), researchers
42

can help explain why sustainability transitions happen in some places but not others
(Lawhon and Murphy, 2011). There is a growing body of research to close this gap in
sustainability transitions scholarship (Avelino, Grin, Pel, & Jhagrow, 2016), and Hinrichs
(2014) argues that food systems researchers are well placed to contribute.
Avelino and Wittmayer (2016) note that sustainability transitions research lacks clarity
on who is involved in sustainability transitions, in part because differentiating actors has
challenges, as ‘the boundaries between sectors are contested, blurring, shifting and
permeable’ (Avelino and Wittmayer, 2016, p. 634). For instance, how does one
characterize a non-profit whose members are large-scale corporations and whose
primary goal is to gain access to international markets? Should it be grouped with a
farmers’ market organization that seeks to help individual farmers gain access to local
markets by directly linking producers and consumers? The need to more clearly
characterize actors involved in systemic change at different levels is one gap in
sustainability transitions theory where food systems scholarship can add clarity.
Food systems scholars have conceptualized a ‘food policy triangle’ in which groups are
characterized into state, food supply chain and civil society (Lang, 2005). State includes
all levels of government, and though civil society traditionally refers to all nonstate
actors, in agriculture and food policy studies, it is useful to differentiate the food supply
chain from other CSOs, sometimes referred to as social movement organizations
(Andrée, 2011) or food movement organizations (McInnes, Fraser, Gedalof, & Silver,
2017). These CSOs include not-for-profit groups that have filled gaps in service delivery
since the hollowing-out government services typical of neoliberal governments, as well
as organizations seeking broad systemic change (Andrée, 2011; MacRae, Abergel, &
Koc, 2012). The triangle is a starting point, as food systems scholars have long
highlighted major power disparities within the food supply chain (Winson, 1994). As
such, in the analysis, I conceptualized these groups further based on literature specific
to food systems research (e.g. Andrée, 2011; Eaton, 2013) (Figure 3.1).
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Though the food supply chain includes both producers and industry (including industry
research, commodity groups representing the full value chain, input industry
associations, trade or marketing associations, and post-production industries), given the
extensive research on the growing power of industry groups and declining power of
producers (e.g. Magnan, 2011), as well as close ties between the federal government
and the agricultural industry (e.g. Qualman, 2011), I examined these groups separately.
Civil society is divided into academics, public interest groups, producer service
organizations, and banking or loan administrators. In this analysis, academics included
individuals working in universities, whether they were there representing the university
or attending the consultation as an individual, and were considered separately from
other CSOs due to their role outlined in previous research on Canadian food policy and
the potential for including either sustainable intensification or food sovereignty
perspectives (Andrée, 2011). Public interest groups included those explicitly aligned
with food sovereignty principles, as well as organizations working on systemic change
more broadly in areas of human and environmental rights (MacRae, et al., 2012).
Producer service organizations also included groups aligned with food sovereignty
principles, but were considered separately from public interest groups due to their
specific focus on producers as opposed to the public more broadly (e.g. technical
training, direct sales, and small business consulting and advocacy). Banking or loan
administrators were also considered separately given their unique position as a market
actor outside of the supply chain.
The actors invited to consult on GF2 were grouped accordingly as they may have
unique agendas, impacting the solutions and policy suggestions they advocated for
(Seed, Lang, Caraher, & Ostry, 2013). Whether these agendas support or challenge the
regime, or are more closely aligned with sustainable intensification or food sovereignty,
is examined in the analysis.
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Figure 3.1: Food policy triangle (Lang, 2005) adapted for GF2.

In the qualitative analysis, I followed Lawhon and Murphy (2011) in examining how
solutions are defined, by whom, and whose vision is enacted in policy. With these
considerations in mind, I examined all 87 expert witness statements in the GF2
committee meetings to determine who was invited to speak, which topics witnesses
were invited to discuss, and what the key recommendations were. In addition, I
reviewed key documents pertinent to GF2 including the Saint Andrews Statement (SAS;
the GF2 guiding document), the GF2 Committee Report (intended to summarize the
expert witness statements), and the final GF2 policy framework for the themes that
emerged in the witness statements. Using QSR NVivo, analysis and coding was
conducted through in-depth reading of the transcripts to ensure the full meaning was
elucidated (Creswell, 2007). That is, since different groups may use the same terms
with different meanings, I examined terms within their context (Cope, 2005). For
instance, proponents of both agroecology and sustainable intensification may use the
terms ‘science’ or ‘technology’ despite vastly different approaches (Rosset and Altieri,
1997), and were coded accordingly. I began coding using four categories from the
literature: technology, government regulations, local food and social welfare (Fraser,
2013) and adjusted these as new themes emerged in the transcripts, ending with seven
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categories of recommendations (Cope, 2005). I then conducted discourse analysis to
examine how these recommendations were justified given the landscape and niche
factors outlined earlier. I outline these recommendations in the next section, following
an outline of the GF2 topic and witness selection in AAFC Standing Committee’s GF2
study.
3.3.5 Findings
3.3.5.1 AAFC Standing Committee Study of GF2: Expert Witness and Topic
Selection
Preceding the Committee’s official commencement of the study, analysts from AAFC
conducted public consultations on the state of the industry to develop the Saint Andrews
Statement (SAS) to guide GF2. This public consultation process occurred outside of
Parliament, contributing to a lack of transparency in federal policy development. In
addition, this consultation was driven by AAFC employees, and was limited to groups
and individuals that they chose to engage. They focussed on industry groups and
producers, with particular emphasis on producers implementing cutting-edge
innovations, demonstrating commitment to pre-determined policy goals around
innovation, a key component of sustainable intensification. In terms of CSO
engagement, an AAFC witness statement indicated that the consultation process was
limited and strategic:
One of the things we did differently this time was select in each province
what the provincial officials perceived to be leading-edge farmers who were
demonstrating significant innovation in the business models, agronomics, or
technologies they were using. We engaged them directly in new ideas to
make sure we weren't getting stuck in a rut and hearing the same voices all
over again. . . I think we've covered the waterfront on both the producer and
processor side, as well as with the civil society groups that we deliberately
engaged.
- Greg Meredith, AAFC; Meeting 11
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These consultations led to the SAS in July 2011, which outlined the intent of GF2 and
directed the Committee’s GF2 public consultation (FPT Ministers of Agriculture, 2011).
The SAS included two key policy objectives: competitiveness in domestic and
international markets, and adaptability and sustainability for the sector (FPT Ministers of
Agriculture, 2011). To meet these objectives, SAS included two key drivers: innovation
and infrastructure (FPT Ministers of Agriculture, 2011). These themes can be seen
throughout the Committee’s GF2 study, and in the final framework, demonstrating the
strong role of government employees in guiding federal policy.
The Committee commenced the next phase of the consultation process by holding
committee meetings to hear from expert witnesses between October 2011 and February
2012. The committee heard from 119 expert witnesses speaking in 87 witness
statements. Witnesses were allotted 10 minutes to speak to a particular topic, followed
by questions from the Committee members. Witnesses were selected by committee
members based on who they had relationships with or wanted to hear from (personal
communication with an anonymous committee member), and approved by a
subcommittee out of the public record. Though the lack of transparency here provides
little insight on the witness selection process, the final list of witnesses indicates that the
selection process indicates bias towards industry.
In terms of the food policy triangle, the food supply chain dominated the witnesses, who
came primarily from producers or producer groups, and industry groups (Table 3.1).
Civil society was less well represented, and academics were the most common group of
witnesses in this group. In addition, the invited academics came primarily from
agricultural science departments traditionally aligned with sustainable intensification, as
opposed to high profile Canadian scholars advocating food sovereignty (Wittman, et al.,
2011), primarily in social science departments, indicating a selection process biased
towards the regime even within civil society. Though both Food Secure Canada and the
National Farmers Union, prominent food sovereignty groups in Canada, were invited, as
a whole relatively few public interest groups and producer service organizations were
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invited, providing little representation of food sovereignty-oriented groups. A few
banking or loan administrators and government departments were also invited to speak.
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Table 3.1: Topics that expert witnesses were invited to speak on.

Science and
Innovation
(7 meetings)
Competitive
Enterprises
(5 meetings)
Marketing
and Trade
(4 meetings)
Business
Risk
Management
(4 meetings)
Consumer
Demand and
Priorities of
Society
(3 meetings)
Overview of
GF and St.
Andrews
Statement
(1 meeting)

Producers or
Producer
Groups
(n=30)

Industry
Groups
(n=27)

Academics
(n=14)

Public
Interest
Groups
(n=6)

Producer
Services
(n=5)

Banking or
Loan
Administrators
(n=3)

Government
Departments
(n=2)

Total (n=87)

6
(20.0%)

10
(37.0%)

8
(57.1%)

1
(16.7%)

1
(20.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

26
(29.9%)

8
(26.7%)

3
(11.1%)

1
(7.1%)

0
(0.0%)

4
(80.0%)

2
(66.7%)

0
(0.0%)

18
(20.7%)

2
(6.7%)

8
(29.6%)

5
(35.7%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

1
(50.0%)

16
(18.4%)

14
(46.7%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

1
(16.7%)

0
(0.0%)

1
(33.3%)

0
(0.0%)

16
(18.4%)

0
(0.0%)

6
(22.2%)

0
(0.0%)

4
(66.7%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

10
(11.5%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

1
(50.0%)

1
(1.1%)
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The Committee invited expert witnesses to speak to particular topics, including Science
and Innovation, Competitive Enterprises, Marketing and Trade, BRM and Consumer
Demand and Priorities of Society. To recall, these topics were chosen based on the
SAS, which focused on competitiveness and adaptability via innovation and
infrastructure. Examining the number of witnesses invited to speak on each topic shows
strong commitment to innovation, profitability, and export markets, all productionist
objectives, as well as the close ties between industry and AAFC. More witnesses were
invited to speak about innovation than any other topic, demonstrating support for
technology-based goals of sustainable intensification. The majority of remaining
meetings focused on competitive enterprises, trade, and BRM, all of which contradict
food sovereignty goals. Almost half of producers were restricted to discussing
improvements to the existing BRM programs. Academics, the next most common group
of witnesses, were invited primarily to speak about innovation or export markets. The
small number of witnesses invited to speak on consumer demand and priorities of
society, and the grouping of societal priorities with consumer demand, shows little
commitment to the public interest. In addition, more industry groups than public interest
groups were invited to speak to consumer demands and the priorities of society.
The pre-determined topics were at times used to actively silence the few public interest
groups invited, when they challenged the regime. For instance, Leo Broderick from the
PEI Health Coalition outlined concerns about the introduction of GM animals into
Canadian agriculture and aquaculture systems, including the Enviropig, and was
interrupted by the Chair, Larry Miller, who stated that “The GMO study, or biotech, are
things that we have done, but this is about Growing Forward 2, and I would advise you
to stick to that” (Meeting 5). Yet industry groups were able to speak about consumer
‘misconceptions’ of GMOs and the committee report included the biotechnology study
as an appendix (AAFC Standing Committee, 2012). Despite the strategic topic and
witness selection, the recommendations put forward by witnesses were not completely
limited to innovation, profitability, and export markets, as outlined in the next section.
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3.3.5.2 AAFC Standing Committee Study of GF2: Expert Witness
Recommendations
The analysis revealed 6 broad categories of recommendations in addition to a small
variety of ‘Other’ recommendations (Table 3.2). The recommended policy directions
included: reduce barriers to science and innovation; support Canada’s competitiveness
in the global market; support alternative markets within Canada; stricter social and
environmental regulations; improve existing BRM programs; and support for new
farmers. Within each category were more specific recommendations, outlined in Table
3.3.
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Table 3.2: GF2 policy and program recommendations by expert witness groups.

Reduce barriers
to science and
innovation
Support
Canada's
competitiveness
in the global
market
Support
alternative
markets within
Canada
Stricter social
and
environmental
regulations
Improve
existing
Business Risk
Management
programs
Support for new
farmers
Other

Producers
or Producer
Groups
(n=30)

Industry
Groups
(n=27)

Academics
(n=14)

Public
Interest
Groups
(n=6)

Producer
Services
(n=5)

Banking or Loan
Administrators
(n=3)

Government
Departments
(n=2)

Total
(n=87)

18
(60.0%)

23
(85.2%)

12
(85.7%)

2
(33.3%)

2
(40.0%)

2
(66.7%)

2
(100.0%)

61
(70.1%)

15
(50.0%)

18
(66.7%)

6
(42.9%)

1
(16.7%)

1
(20.0%)

2
(66.7%)

2
(100.0%)

45
(51.7%)

11
(36.7%)

7
(25.9%)

4
(28.6%)

4
(66.7%)

2
(40.0%)

0
(0.0%)

1
(50.0%)

29
(33.3%)

13
(43.3%)

5
(18.5%)

5
(35.7%)

4
(66.7%)

2
(40.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

29
(33.3%)

15
(50.0%)

0
(0.0%)

2
(14.3%)

1
(16.7%)

1
(20.0%)

3
(100.0%)

0
(0.0%)

22
(25.3%)

1
(3.3%)

1
(3.7%)

1
(7.1%)

1
(16.7%)

1
(20.0%)

1
(33.3%)

0
(0.0%)

2
(6.7%)

5
(18.5%)

4
(28.6%)

3
(50.0%)

3
(60.0%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

6
(6.9%)
17
(19.5%)
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Table 3.3: Detailed GF2 policy and program recommendations in MLP framework.
Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations
•
•

•
•
Reduce barriers to
science and
innovation

•
•
•

Increase research
funding and improve
access to existing funds
Change public
perceptions of farming
technologies including
pesticides and
genetically modified
organisms
Producer training and
technology transfer
Government-University
collaboration and
communication
Interprovincial
communication and
collaboration on research
Invest in startups and
commercialization
Protect intellectual
property rights

Example Quotations
•

•

‘Canadians know very little about
the regulation of pesticides and
plant biotechnology and their
respective contribution to food
security in Canada and around the
world. This is unfortunate. To give
Canadians confidence in the
regulation of the products that will
inevitably be needed to feed the
world and protect the environment,
more needs to be done to educate
the public about the good work our
government does on their behalf.’
Peter MacLeod, Vice-President,
Crop Protection Chemistry and
Dennis Prouse, Vice-President,
Government Affairs, CropLife
Canada; Meeting 9
‘I would stress again that the best
way to build and enhance the
cattle industry and all of agriculture
is through ensuring that we
operate in a very competitive
business environment,
domestically and globally, and that
we increase investment in
research, innovation, and
technology transfer.’ Ryder Lee,
Manager, Federal Provincial
Relations and Travis Toews,
President, Canadian Cattlemen's
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime
Supports

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

Sustainable
intensification
and trade;
innovation
framed as a
solution to
global and
domestic food
security

Niche level
pressures
framed as
consumer
mistrust

Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations

•

•
•

•
Support Canada's
competitiveness in
the global market

•
•
•

•
•

Sign bilateral trade
agreements with
countries without current
trade agreements
(develop new markets)
Reduce trade barriers
within existing trade
agreements
Develop international
standards supporting
Canadian production
methods
Adapt Canadian
production to adhere to
international standards
Improve infrastructure
and streamline trade
logistics
Branding initiatives
Conduct market research
and produce key
commodities with high
demand in the global
market
Increase technology and
processed food exports
Fund entrepreneurs with
business strategies to
access global markets

Example Quotations

•

•

Association; Meeting 20
‘It is critical that Canada act
aggressively and
uncompromisingly to pursue our
export interests around the globe. I
have to say this government has
put in place the most ambitious
trade agenda this country has
seen in a generation. We are now
looking at the possibility of trade
deals with lucrative markets that
include the EU, India, South
Korea, Japan, and the transPacific partnership.’ Kathleen
Sullivan, Executive Director,
Canadian Agri-Food Trade
Alliance; Meeting 24
‘From a public policy perspective,
our suggestion is that Canada has
to play a strong leadership role in
working to eliminate the problems
that create non-tariff barriers to
trade. A continued focus on the
one-world-approach to global
pesticide policy; being a champion
of the need for science and riskbased approaches to the sources
of non-tariff trade barriers such as
GMOs, soil or weed seeds; and
bringing Codex into the 21st
century and ensuring that it
provides up-to-date information
are areas that are going to take
increased investment by
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

Supports

Sustainable
intensification
and trade;
productionism
emphasized
and current
trade barriers
framed as
unscientific

Domestic
niche
pressures
largely
ignored

Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations

•
•

•
•
Support alternative
markets within
Canada
•
•

•
•
•

Educate consumers on
the value of local/organic
food
Develop dual supply
chains with matching
regulations for
conventional and
alternative markets
Fund ecological/organic
farmer training
Support farmer
transitions to alternative
production methods and
local markets
(technology, training and
infrastructure)
Develop regulations
supportive of local
processing infrastructure
Develop labeling
regulations and provide
tax incentives for
environmental farming
practices
Support small and
medium-sized farms
Support local businesses
Research investment in
alternatives including

Example Quotations

•

•

government. But these will also
help to ensure some
competitiveness.’ Gordon Bacon,
Chief Executive Officer, Pulse
Canada; Meeting 5
‘If the Canadian agrifood industry
is going to thrive in the 21st
century, it will have to differentiate
and exploit value wherever it is.
That means we'll have supply
chains for commodities and
products that are GM or GM-free,
organic, and halal. They'll have
unique functional attributes, and
we don't have regulatory and
supply chain systems in place to
currently handle them.’ Peter W.B.
Phillips, Professor, JohnsonShoyama Graduate School of
Public Policy, University of
Saskatchewan; Meeting 8
‘The ability of organic producers to
serve local and regional markets is
dependent upon a small- to
medium-scale processing
infrastructure, which is sadly
lacking in most parts of the
country, especially in the area of
livestock products. The large-scale
processing facilities that dominate
the industry are not generally
adaptable to the innovation
needed for diversification into
specialties such as organic foods,
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

Challenges

Food
sovereignty;
emphasis on
domestic
issues and
supporting
ecological
principles in
farming

Niche level
initiatives
framed as
expanding
rapidly and
thus
requiring
supports

Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
Stricter social and
environmental
regulations

•
•
•
•
•
•

Example Quotations

animal welfare and
environmental production
Support civil society
organizations

Food safety standards,
monitoring and research
Environmental
regulations
Animal welfare
regulations
Workers’ rights
Regulation of niche
markets
Modernize legislation to
support healthy eating
Monitor firms to reduce
corporate consolidation
and monopolies
Regulate input costs
Compulsory labeling of
genetically modified
organisms
Regulation of labeling
words such as ‘organic’
Careful consideration of
new products
Democratic decisionmaking

•

•

•

functional foods, or ethnic cuisine.
We believe that government
dollars to assist in the flourishing
of smaller-scale, local processing
infrastructure pays off in
stimulating a vibrant, sustainable
regional economy.’ Ted Zettel,
General Manager, Organic
Meadow Co-operative; Meeting 12
‘The commercialization of
Roundup Ready alfalfa will
eventually make it impossible to
grow organic crops. We plead with
the committee to assist us in this
regulatory matter.’ Ted Zettel,
General Manager, Organic
Meadow Co-operative; Meeting 12
‘Growing Forward represents a
concern . . . allowing input
suppliers and big agribusiness
companies to get bigger and
bigger and actually to grow to
dominate the industry. We feel that
if we're going to talk about BRM,
one of the things that must be
addressed is this problem of
farmers not being able to draw
much income, if any income at all,
from the market, especially since
the late 1980s’ Kevin Wipf,
Executive Director, National
Farmers Union; Meeting 20
‘A large percentage of Canada’s
food is genetically engineered
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

Challenges

Food
sovereignty;
opposition to
corporate
control and
support for a
food system
designed for
the people

Niche level
initiatives
framed as
representing
the majority
of the
population

Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations

•
•

Improve existing
Business Risk
Management
programs

•
•
•
•

Support for new

•
•

Increase funding for
Business Risk
Management programs
Increase access to
Business Risk
Management programs
(e.g. adjust reference
margins in AgriStability
and modify insurance
production levels in
AgriInsurance)
More timely access to
Business Risk
Management programs
Clarify program
participation
requirements
Simplify application
processes
Ensure fairness across
provinces and sectors
and allow for flexibility
Improve land access
Farmer training programs

Example Quotations

•

•

•

against the will of the people of
Canada, the majority of whom
reject genetically engineered foods
and want compulsory labelling. GE
food was imposed on society
without our knowledge and we are
caught with it.’ Mary Boyd,
Representative and Leo Broderick,
Representative, P.E.I. Health
Coalition; Meeting 5
‘What we are suggesting might not
require additional funding. We are
suggesting a reprioritization of
existing funds to make BRM
programs less administratively
heavy and to redesign programs to
make them more responsive to the
needs of farmers.’ Ray Orb, VicePresident, Saskatchewan
Association of Rural Municipalities;
Meeting 17
‘We think that if the current BRM
suite is maintained, changes
should be made to let it deal with
declining reference margins,
diversified farms, and other
chronic program issues.’ Doug
Chorney, President, Keystone
Agricultural Producers; Meeting 18

‘[GF2 should be] putting money
towards new and young farmers
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

Supports

Farm crisis
used to justify
BRM
programs,
largely
ignoring
agribusiness
uptake of farm
profits

Niche level
issues
largely
ignored,
except
regarding
program
expansion

Challenges

Food
Sovereignty;

Niche level
initiatives

Policy/Program
Recommendation

Specific Recommendations

farmers

•

Other

Increase domestic
consumption of key
commodities through
marketing programs
• Provide business training
for farmers
• Support global food
sovereignty by prioritizing
fair trade over free trade
• Dialogue with Indigenous
communities within
Canada
• Build a National Food
Policy
Looser labeling guidelines

Example Quotations

through apprenticeships,
mentorship programs, access to
land, and educational services’
Annamarie Klippenstein, Board
Member and Kevin Klippenstein,
Chair, Organic Farming Institute of
British Columbia; Meeting 15
• ‘We need to establish and support
a national round table for farm
business management, giving
stakeholders a voice and a stage,
and re-examine procedures and
processes to facilitate national
coordination and mitigate abuse.’
Richard Robert, Chair and Heather
Watson, General Manager,
Canadian Farm Business
Management Council; Meeting 12
‘We also recommend that there needs to
be a commitment to paper burden
reduction targets—placing constraints
on regulators so that for every new
requirement that's introduced, one or
two will be eliminated.’ Virginia Labbie,
Senior Policy Analyst, Saskatchewan
and Agri-business, Canadian Federation
of Independent Business; Meeting 14
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Supports or
Challenges
Regime

Both
supports and
challenges

Landscape
Pressure

Niche
Pressure

farm crisis
framed as
need for more
small-scale
farms and land
redistribution

framed as
increasing
consumer
demand

Some
witnesses
drew on
landscape
pressures to
outline the
need for food
sovereignty,
others
emphasized
the need for
unregulated
markets

Some
witnesses
drew on
niche level
initiatives to
outline the
need for a
food system
guided by the
will of the
people;
others
framed niche
level
initiatives as
an
opportunity
to achieve
market
growth

In general, the recommendations reflected the topics that witnesses were invited to
speak on, and as such broadly supported the regime. The majority of witnesses spoke
of the need to reduce barriers to science and innovation, including strategies to increase
innovation through research and commercialization. The next most common
recommendation was to support Canada’s competitiveness in the global market, and
included strategies to increase exports, primarily through decreasing trade barriers,
enhancing trade infrastructure and marketing strategies. Not well supported by public
interest groups, each of these recommendations were primarily supported by industry
groups, banking or loan administrators, government departments, producers and
producer groups, and academics. These witnesses drew on landscape pressures
around sustainable intensification and the global food crisis, and trade barriers to
support the regime, and niche pressures were either ignored or presented as consumer
mistrust to justify these recommendations and support the regime. A third
recommendation that supported the regime was to improve the existing BRM programs,
recommended by approximately one quarter of witnesses. Most of these witnesses
sought to increase access to programs, either by lowering program triggers or reducing
red tape. Half of witnesses from producers and producer groups, and all banking or loan
administrators, recommended this policy direction. Few witnesses from each of the
remaining groups were invited to speak on BRM, and as such did not discuss this
recommendation. Though these witnesses often drew on the farm crisis to justify their
recommendations, they focused on relieving the economic hardship faced by farmers,
and largely ignored the contribution of industry to the cause of this hardship, missing
opportunities to advance food sovereignty. Niche level pressures were largely ignored,
with some suggestions to improve access to BRM programs for diversified (niche)
farms. Recommendations for expansion of a program that is largely necessary due to
failures of the existing system to provide adequately for producers legitimizes these
failures and supports the regime.
Three of the recommendations challenged the regime. Supporting alternative markets
within Canada, and stricter social and environmental regulations were well-supported
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(approximately one third of witnesses), given that witnesses were not explicitly invited to
discuss these topics. Support for alternative markets included strategies to enhance
alternative markets such as local markets or organic markets, primarily through
regulations, infrastructure and education at the producer and consumer level. Though
not the radical calls for dismantling corporate monopolies that some food sovereignty
advocates call for, federal support for these alternative markets would to some extent
reduce corporate control of the market. Witnesses within public interest groups, and to
some extent, producers or producer groups and producer services most commonly
recommended this policy direction. In addition, approximately one third of witnesses
from academics and industry groups recommended supporting alternative markets in
Canada. Stricter social and environmental regulations primarily trended towards food
safety standards but also included more progressive regulations such as environmental
regulations, animal welfare, workers’ rights, and restriction of corporate monopolies, all
policies in line with food sovereignty. While not well supported by industry, these policy
directions were most commonly recommended by witnesses within public interest
groups, and to some extent within producers or producer groups, producer services,
and academics. These witnesses drew on food sovereignty principles, including
opposition to corporate control in the food system, and emphasis on domestic issues
including environmental health and social justice. Niche level initiatives were framed as
expanding rapidly, and even the will of the majority, and thus requiring supports. The
third recommendation challenging the regime, though less widely supported, was
support for new farmers. By drawing on landscape pressures around land access, these
witnesses utilized food sovereignty principles around more equitable distribution of
resources to justify their recommendations. Framing niche level pressures as a new
status quo, these witnesses stated that the increase in demand for Organics indicated a
need for production supports including new organic farmers to meet increasing demand.
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3.3.6 Discussion
With its emphasis on innovation, industry growth, BRM and food safety programing,
GF2 policy is more in line with the productionist and technology goals of sustainable
intensification than the equity and resource redistribution goals of food sovereignty, and
as such ultimately supports the regime despite a number of landscape and niche
pressures. This examination of the federal committee consultation process articulates
policy consultation as a process within the regime: the realm that upholds the status quo
(Geels, 2011). This research provides further insight on the mechanisms used within
this tool, including topic and witness selection, providing clarity on barriers to CSO
consultation.
Witnesses were invited to speak on topics that support the regime. Themes around
achieving industry growth through innovation, market access and profitability all support
productionist ideology, and can be seen throughout the expert witness statements, in
the topics that witnesses were invited to speak on, in the SAS, and in the final policy.
Given that the SAS guided the topics that witnesses were invited to speak on, and
witnesses were limited to speaking about the particular topic, it is perhaps not surprising
that the strong focus on innovation and export markets in the SAS was ultimately
translated into the final policy. In closely reflecting the SAS, which was guided by AAFC
rather than Parliament, GF2 may be engineered to provide voice to industry. AAFC’s
official mission is to ‘provide leadership in the growth and development of a competitive,
innovative and sustainable Canadian agriculture and agri-food sector’ (AAFC, 2016).
That is, AAFC approaches agriculture from an industry point of view rather than a
producer view (Wipf, 2013) or the view of CSOs concerned with food sovereignty.
Maintaining the focus on innovation and export markets from the SAS demonstrates
that the committee study was limited to pre-determined policy goals focused on
production- and export-oriented agriculture, supporting previous research outlining the
strong influence of industry in policy development (Abergel, 2012), and the ideological
dominance of the productionist model of agriculture in the global north (Tomlinson,
2011).
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In supplementing the MLP with the food policy triangle, this research demonstrates that
the witness selection process was biased towards upholding the productionist regime.
Even witnesses within civil society were selected primarily to advance sustainable
intensification. Though food systems research often assumes CSOs are guided by food
sovereignty principles (e.g. Koc and Bas, 2012), the CSOs chosen as witnesses for this
policy framework were primarily academics advancing sustainable intensification. Public
interest and producer service groups representing food sovereignty principles were
least well represented. Most witnesses came from the food supply chain. Industry
groups, along with producers, were the largest groups invited to provide witness
statements, indicating that from the beginning, these groups may have been most likely
to have their voices translated into policy. Yet producers were less likely to have their
recommendations enacted in policy. Two recommendations that were well represented
in the final policy, initiatives to ‘reduce barriers to science and innovation’, and ‘support
Canada's competitiveness in the global market’, were industry’s main goals, while
producers were less supportive of these initiatives. In general, industry actors were
better represented across topics than producers, who were limited primarily to
discussing the BRM programs that were to be carried forward from the previous GF
framework. While many producers were supportive of these programs, they were not
given the opportunity to speak to other programs that may support their livelihoods. Not
only does this demonstrate pre-determined commitment to BRM programs over other
forms of improving producer income (e.g. regulation of corporate monopolies or
improving infrastructure for alternative markets), it reduced producers’ voices to a
program that was ultimately de-emphasized relative to the original GF framework (Wipf,
2013). This is consistent with on-going trends in food systems studies, which outlines
the declining power of producer groups in the wake of growing industry power (Magnan,
2011). Ultimately, industry actors were more likely than any other group to have their
concerns reflected in the final policy, while public interest and producer service groups
representing food sovereignty principles, at times actively silenced, were least likely to
have their vision enacted in policy, resulting in Canadian food policy maintaining a focus
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on productionist agriculture (MacRae, 2011), and industry (Wipf, 2013), to the exclusion
of both producers and the Canadian public.
Analyzing the GF2 consultations through a MLP lens demonstrates that the regime is
currently entrenched in the Canadian food system, and indicates that CSOs still have
minimal power in processes at this level. As a regime level process, policy consultation
is a tool intended to uphold the status quo, explaining why research has consistently
demonstrated failures to adequately engage CSOs seeking broad change in
consultation processes. In addition, this research provides clarity on the particular
mechanisms (topic and witness selection) used to uphold the regime through the policy
consultation process. These findings have implications for CSOs advancing food
sovereignty to engage in policy change.
Civil society campaigns, often characterised as a rising food movement, provide a
means for the public to be engaged in a more democratic food policy process, provided
CSOs are adequately consulted during this process (Lang & Heasman, 2015). Yet
these campaigns are diverse, and researchers question whether they can converge into
a unified food movement advancing food systems change (Constance, Renard, &
Rivera-Ferre, 2014). This research provides insight on policy recommendations
currently discussed in Canadian federal policy discussions, where CSOs seeking to
forward food sovereignty could focus their efforts in a unified food movement.
In addition, the findings confirm the difficulty for CSOs alone to change policy through
existing policy channels, and indicate that diverse groups may have overlapping goals
to facilitate working together to achieve change. Some recommendations more in line
with food sovereignty, including ‘support for alternative markets within Canada’ and
‘stricter social and environmental regulations’, were supported by diverse groups,
indicating that CSOs may find allies outside of civil society for these policy goals. Given
the policy successes of previous collaborations between industry and CSOs, this may
be a viable option for CSOs to meet their food sovereignty policy goals (Andrée, 2011).
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An additional implication for research on CSO engagement in food policymaking more
broadly is that informal entries into policy discussions may be more influential than the
formal consultation channels. That is, since the consultation topics were guided by
AAFC, CSOs may be more successful engaging federal departments prior to the public
consultation phase. The pre-consultation phase may be vital for building relationships
with both elected officials and high-level government employees, given their influence in
selecting witnesses and topics for the consultation process. Previous research has also
noted that regulatory and policy processes are shifting as governments roll-out
programs and processes under neoliberal governance structures, and as such highlevel government employees may have more influence in policy than elected officials in
Canadian federal policy (MacRae, Abergel, & Koc, 2012).
These findings also speak to a key debate in Canadian food scholarship that focuses on
whether a sustainable food system can be developed through federal policy, or whether
CSO efforts are more effective at driving change through consumer-based and local
initiatives. Some suggest that given the lack of progress at the government level and the
increasing success of local initiatives, activities must focus on scaling up these
initiatives including farmers’ markets and community gardens to increase collective
attention to food systems issues, ultimately paving the way for political change
(McInnes, et al., 2017; Mount, 2012). Others argue for more radical changes to the
political system, such as dismantling corporate monopolies and redistribution of
resources (Eaton, 2013). Utilizing the MLP demonstrates that CSOs have had more
success at the niche level than in their attempts at political change at the regime level,
yet this success may weaken the regime and open opportunities for systemic change.
Food movement research has shown that alternative markets can act as a gateway to
consumer education and value change (Beckie, et al., 2012), supporting opportunities
for increasing pressure on the regime through niche-landscape linkages.
Given the low power that CSOs exhibit at the regime level, it appears that the Canadian
food system remains in the pre-transition phase (Avelino, et al., 2016). This is similar to
much of the global north, where food and agriculture policies remain largely supportive
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of increasing food production and free trade (Wise, 2015), and governments have failed
to recognize the enormity of the food crisis (Lang & Heasman, 2015). Nonetheless,
further expansion of sustainable intensification technologies may also indicate a
process of ongoing transition, at least in terms of environmental, if not social, change.
Further, GF2 was replaced by the Canadian Agricultural Partnership in April 2018, and
though this policy framework has similar goals around innovation and trade, it also
includes funding for further diversity in the system (AAFC, 2018), indicating that a
transition towards a sustainable food system supporting both environmental and social
justice may currently be ongoing through incremental change.
There are currently a number of landscape factors that helped stabilize the regime in
the development of GF2, impacting much of the global north. GF2 was developed
during a time when many governments around the world were closely focused on
sustainable intensification (Tomlinson, 2011). In addition, free trade ideology promoted
by multilateral organizations including the WTO undoubtedly influences Canadian food
policy. GF2 was developed in the midst of the failure of the Doha Round of international
trade agreements that could have signalled a decline in international trade agreements
and instead led the Canadian government to pursue a number of bilateral trade
agreements and further entrench free trade ideology. Yet the current, on-going trade
war may indicate a weakening regime. For instance, a series of intentions set by the
Trump administration to adjust trade policies may support more fair trade policies, but
advocates worry that the intermittent nature of the trade war may worsen the cost-price
squeeze for farmers, for instance by increasing the cost of steel and aluminium and thus
the cost of farm machinery (NFU, 2018). In addition, landscape factors in Canada that
may support regime changes include a vocal food movement for a systems-based food
policy (Food Secure Canada, 2015), a series of farming crises (Wipf, 2013), and
increasing distrust of political institutions (Koc, 2015). Overall, these conflicting
landscape factors currently support the government’s ideological commitment to
productionist agriculture through innovation and free trade and maintain the status quo.
Yet the high conflict of these landscape factors demonstrates potential for the
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landscape to weaken the regime and open up opportunities for niche-level CSO
initiatives to expand as producers may begin to focus on more stable domestic markets
and expanding opportunities at the niche level. The growing demand for fair trade and
organic products (Jaffee and Howard, 2009), and increasing number of farmers’ market
across Canada indicates a need for increasing production for these niche markets.
Future research that seeks to integrate food systems research with sustainability
transitions research could further investigate the ways in which landscape and niche
factors can hinder or support regime change. Interactions between the niche and the
landscape levels may be of particular interest as CSOs seek to provide alternatives to
conventional markets while simultaneously supporting broad value change among
consumers and opposing the status quo (McInnes, et al., 2017). Given the current
entrenchment of the regime, it is important to consider other pathways to affect food
systems change, outside of the regime.
3.3.7 Conclusion
GF2 is an expression of the regime stabilizing itself in the midst of a number of
landscape and niche pressures. This was accomplished in part through the public
consultation process, a tool used by the regime to maintain itself. Through in-depth
reading of the GF2 policy consultation process, I argue that the preliminary topic
selection and choice of expert witnesses demonstrates close ties between government
and industry, and led to a series of recommendations that mainly supported predetermined policy goals, and from which policymakers selected policy to support
innovation and export markets in line with the regime. This process provides voice to
industry, and reduces the opportunity for CSOs aligned with food sovereignty to have
their vision of a sustainable food system enacted in policy. The case study supports the
notion that despite the current food wars between sustainable intensification and food
sovereignty, dominant policy circles are aligning with sustainable intensification (Lang &
Heasman, 2015; Tomlinson, 2011).
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This case study demonstrates the utility of integrating sustainability transitions theory
and food systems research, as each body of literature can inform, and be informed by,
the other. Through the food policy triangle, food systems research can further
conceptualize who is involved in sustainability transitions. This case study demonstrates
the utility of examining cases where sustainability transitions have not occurred. A
number of conflicting landscape factors currently support the government’s ideological
commitment to productionism through innovation and free trade, yet demonstrate
potential for the landscape to weaken the regime and open up opportunities for nichelevel initiatives to expand and replace the regime. For food sovereignty researchers and
CSOs caught in seeking political change but unable to engage with governments in a
meaningful way, the MLP provides a means of articulating policy work as an avenue for
change at a single level: the regime. In doing so, we can consider ways to instigate
broad systemic change outside of government; that is, in working at the niche and
landscape levels to impact the regime.
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4 Transitioning to a Sustainable Food System through
Practice? An Empirical Overview of Food Movement
Strategies in Four Canadian Provinces
4.1 Preface to the Manuscript
Providing further empirical evidence for the challenges faced by food movement
organizations seeking to change the food system from within the bounds of that system,
in this chapter, I use data (see the survey in Appendix V) from four Canadian provinces
to examine food movement strategies, with particular attention to how these on-theground strategies map onto scholarly literature. I reflect on the structural barriers
introduced in Chapter 3 and consider the question: given the barriers to food movement
participation in Canadian food policymaking, how are organizations working on
systems-level change in Canada? Though the intent of the analysis was to categorize
participating food movement organizations into transition/alternative and
transform/oppositional organizations, the cluster analysis and descriptive statistics
showed hybrid organizations that engaged simultaneously in local, alternative initiatives,
and broader attempts at policy change. For instance, a farmer’s market might include
tables for local food movement advocates, or an advocacy group might host a monthly
local market. Here, I demonstrate that theoretical concepts that clearly delineate
strategy types may not be relevant in practice. I examine more closely the hybrid
strategies characterized as ‘demonstrate’ in Chapter 2, and question why food
movement organizations may enact the strategies they do given the neoliberal context
of the dominant food system. Finally, I include a more in-depth consideration of ‘filling
the cracks’ in the dominant food system utilizing the concepts of ‘convergence’ and
‘politics of the possible’ (introduced in Chapter 2) and how they relate to each other in
initiatives that both demonstrate the potential of alternatives to offer a meaningful
change, and seek their expansion across the food system. Providing a broad overview
of how food movement organizations are working within and around the food system to
advance change, I highlight possibilities for the food movement to transform the food
system.
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4.2 Publication Details
McInnes, A., Fraser, E., Gedalof, Z. e., & Silver, J. (2017). A quantitative analysis of
food movement convergence in four Canadian provinces. Agriculture and Human
Values, 34(4), 787-804. doi:10.1007/s10460-017-9775-y

4.3 Manuscript Three
4.3.1 Abstract
Whether the food movement is most likely to transform the food system through
‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’ initiatives has been the focus of considerable scholarly
debate. Alternative initiatives are widespread but risk reinforcing the conventional food
system by supporting neoliberal discourse and governance mechanisms, including
localism, consumer choice, entrepreneurialism and self-help. While oppositional
initiatives such as political advocacy have the potential for system-wide change, the
current neoliberal political and ideological context dominant in Canada poses difficulties
for initiatives that explicitly oppose the conventional food system. As such, some argue
that the food movement requires convergence between alternative and oppositional
initiatives. In this paper, we investigate convergence using survey results from 143 food
movement organizations in four Canadian provinces. Results based on cluster analysis
and descriptive statistics on organizational discourse, activities and visions of
sustainable food systems demonstrate convergence around neoliberal discourse and
governance mechanisms. Localism and consumer education characteristics are
particularly prominent, with a majority of respondents describing their organizations as
‘local’, engaging in consumer education activities, and stating the importance of
consumer education activities, indicating convergence around alternative, rather than
oppositional, initiatives. While convergence around these discourse and strategies may
limit the transformative potential of the food system when interpreted as
neoliberalisation of the movement, such a reading does not demonstrate their full
potential, as survey results also indicate trends of transformative visions of change and
political engagement, particularly at the municipal level. This research demonstrates
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that the movement can work simultaneously within, and opposed to, the conventional
food system, and provides understanding of both neoliberal leanings and the politics of
the possible of the food movement.
Keywords: Alternative food movement; Local food systems; neoliberalisation;
convergence; quantitative methods
Abbreviations:
AFMA

Alberta Farmers’ Market Association

AFM

Alberta Food Matters

BCAFM

British Columbia Association of Farmers’ Markets

BCFSN

British Columbia Food Systems Network

FMNS

Farmers’ Markets of Nova Scotia

FMO

Farmers’ Markets Ontario

FSC

Food Secure Canada

NSFSN

Nova Scotia Food Security Network

SO

Sustain Ontario

4.3.2 Introduction
In an effort to build a food system that is socially just, environmentally sustainable and
supports community economies, the food movement engages in a variety of initiatives,
including organics, local, food security, farmers’ markets, and food sovereignty, among
others. Given this diversity, scholars have begun considering whether these initiatives
are too fractured to be effective in transforming the food system (Friedland, 2010) and
are examining the extent to which diverse initiatives have converged into a cohesive
food movement (Constance et al., 2014b). Convergence could occur either through
shared visions and strategies, or strategic alliances (Constance et al., 2014b; HoltGiménez & Shattuck, 2011). A key point of this body of scholarship centers on the
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extent to which initiatives are ‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’, sometimes referred to as
‘progressive’ or ‘radical’ (e.g. Allen, 2014; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Alternative
initiatives work at incremental reform of the food system by providing opportunities to
‘opt out’, while oppositional initiatives aim to protest against, and fundamentally
transform, the existing food system (Allen et al., 2003). Farmers’ markets, for example,
are interpreted as “a wonderful alternative” that does little to challenge the conventional
food system (Allen, 2014, p. 51). In contrast, oppositional initiatives are argued to be
more likely to transform the food system since they directly oppose the dominant
discourse, values and practices of the industrial food system, typically through
movement mobilization, advocacy and engagement in policy processes and political
change (Allen, 2014; Holt-Giménez & Wang, 2011). Initiatives can also incorporate both
alternative and oppositional elements, such as social justice initiatives that include goals
such as education, health care, and protection of natural resources (‘alternatives’) along
with addressing income caps, equitable distribution of wealth, and communal ownership
of resources such as land (‘oppositional’ initiatives) (Allen, 2014).
Precisely which types of food movement initiatives are most likely to transform the food
system – and thus represent the most promising avenues for convergence – has been
the focus of considerable scholarly debate (see McInnes & Mount, 2017 for a
conceptual framework outlining strategies for food system transformation). Emphasizing
active and ongoing citizen participation in the food system may bring more
transformative change than key words such as ‘food sovereignty’ or ‘local food’ that
have the potential for cooptation by advocates of the conventional food system
(Kloppenburg et al., 2000). Additionally, incremental policy change provides a pragmatic
strategy within a neoliberal context (Hassanein, 2003). Incremental change may be
more palatable, and appear more feasible, to policy makers, and possibly fall under the
radar as minor adjustments (Mount & Andrée, 2013). Yet some argue that without more
oppositional elements, alternative food initiatives may not have the potential to change
the food system in the long term, and may in fact do more to (unintentionally) reinforce
the conventional food system, which is characterized by neoliberal policy, through
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neoliberal subject formation (Guthman, 2008a). Neoliberalism in practice adjusts
political economic policies to emphasize privatization of resources, deregulated
markets, liberalized trade, and shifts regulatory and welfare responsibility to individuals,
voluntary organizations and public-private partnerships; yet it may also influence how
people understand the world and what types of activities are possible (Eaton, 2013).
Some argue that neoliberal policy and ideology shapes possibilities for food system
change strategies (Hinrichs & Eshleman, 2014), and that the food movement has
embraced neoliberal rationalities and governance mechanisms through discourse, goals
and activities (Guthman, 2008a). While not necessarily directly resulting in neoliberal
policy formation (the realm of governments), the acceptance of neoliberal rationalities
and strategies within food movement action and discourse may reproduce neoliberal
mentalities, both discursively and in practice, reinforcing neoliberal structures by
defining “the rhetoric and practice of the politically possible” (Guthman, 2008a).
Guthman (2008a) highlights four key characteristics of alternative food initiatives that
intrinsically support neoliberal rationalities, including ‘local’ discourse, consumer choice,
entrepreneurialism and self-improvement. These characteristics broadly support
neoliberal rationalities through: (1) turning away from political arenas that traditionally
govern food politics (localism; entrepreneurialism); (2) prioritizing economic values over
social and environmental values (localism); (3) placing responsibility for food systems
change on individuals, in some cases reducing citizens to consumers (consumer
choice; self-help); and (4) conceding secession of state responsibilities for social and
environmental programs and regulations (entrepreneurialism; consumer choice; selfhelp) (Guthman, 2008a; Levkoe, 2011). Yet this is a contentious issue: Kloppenburg
and Hassanein (2006) argue that requiring true opposition to conventionalization in all
elements of a sustainable food initiative must result in conventionalization of any such
initiative given the variability of ‘oppositionality’ in initiatives. Harris (2009) also critiques
the conventionalization/neoliberalisation reading of the food movement, arguing that in
such an analysis “neoliberalism is represented not only as self-reproducing, but also as
able to colonise all alternatives even as they emerge” (60) and instead advocates
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following Gibson-Graham (2006) in ‘reading for difference’. Rather than viewing
alternative food movement strategies as neoliberalisation of the food movement, some
scholars promote viewing alternative initiatives as case studies that demonstrate
possibilities for the future; that is, a politics of the possible (Cameron & Wright, 2014).
The ‘politics of the possible’ framework examines the widespread impact of alternative
initiatives (Goodman et al., 2014), and the ways in which these initiatives are
meaningfully different from the conventional food system (Andrée et al., 2014).
Despite the considerable amount of literature published debating the transformative
potential of the food movement and the extent to which the movement – and various
initiatives within it – can be considered ‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’, little research to
date has included systematic assessments of the extent of convergence within the food
movement around alternative or oppositional initiatives (Constance et al., 2014a).
Therefore, the aim of this paper is to:
(1) Build on the systematic assessment initiated in Constance et al. (2014b)
to address this gap;
(2) Provide a new analytical perspective in the food movement literature,
which commonly utilizes conceptual and qualitative analysis (Marsden &
Franklin, 2013), by completing quantitative analysis of survey results from
143 food movement organizations in British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario
and Nova Scotia; and
(3) Examine neoliberal tendencies and politics of the possible within the food
movement.
Following a brief summary of neoliberal policy in Canada’s food system, we outline our
research methods and present survey results on organizational visions of a ‘sustainable
food system’, policy goals, activities, and discourse in four provinces across Canada,
examining patterns of convergence with cluster analysis and descriptive statistics. We
then consider the implications of the results for both neoliberalisation of the food
movement and a politics of the possible.
81

4.3.3 Research Context: Canadian Food Policy
Canadian food policy today is characterized by neoliberal policy emphasizing
trade liberalization and economic growth (AAFC 2012; Blay-Palmer 2012). Such policies
ensure that the food system plays an important role in the Canadian economy,
supplying one in eight jobs and accounting for 8.1% of the total GDP in 2010 (AAFC
2012). Canada, a strong competitor in the global market, was the fifth largest exporter
($35.5 billion) and sixth largest importer ($28 billion) of food products in 2010 (AAFC
2012). Despite the apparent (financial) successes of Canadian agriculture, scholars
criticize contemporary Canadian food policy for failing to maintain a socially and
environmentally just food system. In an effort to lower production costs and reduce
impediments to business to enhance economic growth, neoliberal policy allows
corporations to externalize environmental costs of agriculture (Eaton 2013; MacRae
2011). Without regulatory responsibility for environmental destruction, some
environmental thresholds have been surpassed (e.g. some fisheries) and others are
threatened (e.g. water, soil, biodiversity) (MacRae 2011). In addition, nearly 2.5 million
Canadians are classified as food insecure (Wiebe and Wipf 2011) and low commodity
prices have caused declining farmer incomes while corporations experience record
profits (Magnan 2011; Qualman 2011). While the Canadian government has recognized
the social and environmental issues associated with conventional production, there
have been no significant changes towards sustainability (MacRae et al. 2012a). The
federal government has recently tabled the Federal Sustainable Development Strategy,
which includes sustainable food in its 13 goals (ECCC 2016). While promising, the
strategy is in its early stages. As such, an examination of neoliberal tendencies within
food movements is particularly relevant in Canada, where organizations are working
within a context of federal agrifood policy that is based on neoliberalism (AAFC 2012;
Blay-Palmer 2012). Some argue that the food movement must operate in explicit
opposition to this policy, given its contribution to problems in Canada’s food system
(Eaton 2013; Rosset 2008).
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4.3.4 Methods
In this paper, we present the results from an online survey distributed to food movement
organizations in British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario and Nova Scotia between February
and June 2015. The survey, which took most participants approximately 20 minutes to
complete, included closed-ended and Likert style questions based on scholarship
regarding the ‘transformative potential’ of the food movement (e.g. Holt-Giménez &
Shattuck, 2011; Allen et al., 2003; Guthman, 2008b; Mount et al., 2013; Levkoe, 2011).
These studies utilized open-ended research and critical analysis to examine food
movement discourse, visions and strategies. Though the survey questions in this study
were closed-ended, we reduced potential researcher bias by building on this work and
including responses previously used by organizations, as well as space for additional
responses not considered by the researchers. The survey asked respondents to reflect
on their work over the past two years, focusing on organizational discourse, engaged
activities, visions of sustainable food systems, and the actions and policies needed to
achieve these visions. Specific questions are noted in the relevant tables.
4.3.4.1 Population
While individuals undoubtedly play an important role in the food movement,
organizations and groups working on food-related initiatives explicitly represent the
collective effort of the food movement (Levkoe & Wakefield, 2014). Such a population is
suitable for this project, which aims to investigate convergence within the broad
Canadian food movement. Levkoe and Wakefield (2014) provide one of few studies that
focus on the Canadian food movement as a collective unit, rather than individual food
initiatives; as such, their sampling methods provide rare direction for researchers
seeking to investigate the food movement as a whole, since “even scholars who make
reference to an elusive ‘food movement’ rarely explain what it is” (Levkoe & Wakefield,
2014). Following Levkoe and Wakefield (2014), we used provincial food networks to
define the population of organizations and groups working on food issues, including the
British Columbia Food Systems Network (BCFSN), Alberta Food Matters (AFM),
Sustain Ontario (SO), and the Nova Scotia Food Security Network (NSFSN). Provincial
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food movement networks aim to foster collective action amongst food movement
organizations to achieve food systems change, and researchers suggest these
networks have the potential to achieve transformative systemic change (Levkoe, 2014).
We also used the national food movement network Food Secure Canada (FSC), which
is aimed at advancing food security and food sovereignty in Canada (Food Secure
Canada, 2016). The emphasis on food sovereignty suggests that the work of members
of this network may be considered transformative (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011).
Aiming to investigate similarities and differences between the (potentially) oppositionoriented national and provincial networks, and alternative-oriented organizations, we
also distributed the survey to farmers’ market networks in each province: the British
Columbia Association of Farmers’ Markets (BCAFM), Alberta Farmers’ Market
Association (AFMA), Farmers’ Markets Ontario (FMO), and Farmers’ Markets of Nova
Scotia (FMNS). We chose farmers’ markets to represent alternative-oriented initiatives
because they are critiqued for separating from the conventional food system without
challenging it (Allen et al., 2003), but also recognized for having widespread impact
(Beckie et al., 2012).
4.3.4.2 Sampling Design
To survey a diverse sample of food movement organizations, our recruitment letter
asked for participation by organizations working on building a sustainable food system,
rather than participation in specific movements such as the local food movement, or
specific initiatives. For instance, though the organizations based their work in Canada,
participant organizations included those aimed at global issues including sustainable
seafood, food security and biotechnology, as well as local issues such as community
supported agriculture and farmers’ markets. We determined organization members from
national and provincial network websites, and sent the survey to all organizations with
updated contact information. This included 33 organizations in British Columbia, 14 in
Alberta, 64 in Ontario, and 43 in Nova Scotia, for a total of 154 organizations. We
contacted provincial farmers’ market associations for email lists of their member
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organizations, and again sent the survey to all organizations with updated contact
information in three provinces: 86 in British Columbia, 159 in Ontario and 43 in Nova
Scotia. AFMA preferred to send the recruitment email to their 121 organization
members.
We sent four follow-up reminder emails, and completed follow-up phone calls with the
remaining provincial network member organizations in British Columbia, Alberta and
Nova Scotia to boost responses from these groups. Some organizations sent the survey
to other members of their informal networks, and distributed it on provincial listservs and
social media accounts, making response rate difficult to determine. Estimated response
rates based on the total number of responses by the number of organizations initially
contacted for each network indicate higher response rates for national and provincial
networks (BCFSN – 30.3%; AFM – 71.4%; SO – 50.0%; NSFSN – 20.9%; FSC –
77.1%) than farmers’ market networks (BCAFM – 14.0%; AFMA – 7.4%; FMO – 15.1%;
FMNS – 32.6%).
4.3.4.3 Sample Characteristics
The final sample included 28 organizations in British Columbia, 26 organizations in
Alberta, 59 organizations in Ontario, 28 organizations in Nova Scotia, and 1 national
organization completing work in all four provinces, for a total of 142 organizations. The
sample was fairly evenly distributed between provincial networks and farmers’ market
associations (Table 4.1). The sampled organizations represented diverse interests,
such as farmers’ markets (often considered alternative), and policy think tanks and
activists groups (often considered oppositional). In all provinces, most organizations
were non-profit, educational, community or grassroots groups (Table 4.2). Some
organizations were government institutions, government-community partnerships or
marketing boards, and few organizations were for-profit or cooperative organizations.
One member of each organization, primarily individuals in higher-level positions,
completed the survey. The majority of respondents were board members, managers,
presidents, chairs, co-chairs, directors, coordinators or supervisors (105; 73.4%). Other
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respondents included business owners (3; 2.1%), farmers or gardeners (6; 4.2%),
nutritionists or dieticians (7; 4.9%), volunteers (2; 1.4%) or other (e.g. treasurer) (19;
13.3%).
Table 4.1: Organization membership.
Number

Percent of Total
Sample

9

6.3

10

7.0

12

8.5

10

7.0

24
32

16.9
22.5

14

9.9

9

6.3

37

26.1

Alberta Farmers'
Market
Association
Alberta Food
Matters
British Columbia
Association of
Farmers' Markets
British Columbia
Food Systems
Network
Farmers' Markets
Ontario
Sustain Ontario
Farmers' Markets
of Nova Scotia
Nova Scotia Food
Security Network
Food Secure
Canada

Table 4.2: Organization type by province.

Non-profit,
educational,
community
or grassroots
group
For-Profit
Cooperative
Government
institution,
communitygovernment
partnership
or marketing
board
Total

British
Columbia
%
n
(column)

Alberta

Ontario

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

25
1
0

89.3
3.6
0.0

20
2
0

76.9
7.7
0.0

41
12
1

69.5
20.3
1.7

20
2
4

71.4
7.1
14.3

1
0
0

100.0
0.0
0.0

107
7
5

75.4
12.0
3.5

2
28

7.1
100.0

4
26

15.4
100.0

5
59

8.5
100.0

2
28

7.1
100.0

0
1

0.0
0.0

13
142

9.2
100.0

86

Nova Scotia

National

Total

4.3.4.4 Data Analysis
Following Constance et al. (2014a) and (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011), we defined
convergence as shared visions for a sustainable food system and strategies for
attaining it across organizations involved in a broad ‘sustainable food movement’ with
diverse aims. The extent of convergence (or divergence) was determined through
cluster analysis, in which clusters of data points (respondents) are identified based on a
high similarity in researcher-selected variables. In this case, the organizations were
grouped based on their responses to survey questions focusing on organizational
discourse, engaged activities, visions of sustainable food systems, and the actions and
policies needed to achieve these visions. In addition, descriptive statistics were
analyzed to determine whether a high number of participants responded similarly, an
additional indication of convergence.
We conducted hierarchical cluster analysis (n = 93) based on organizational perceptions
of sustainable food system visions (including visions of a sustainable food system and
perceptions of policies needed to achieve a sustainable food system) with the intent to
examine whether organizational strategies (measured by engaged activities) differed
between models, following frameworks of organizational characteristics and
transformative potential of various food initiatives consistent with the food movement
literature (e.g. Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Guthman, 2008b; Allen et al., 2003;
Mount et al., 2013). We also conducted hierarchical cluster analysis (n = 86) based on
both visions and strategies to determine convergence (or divergence) across these
characteristics. Organizations with missing data for the relevant variables were
excluded from the analysis. We used three diverse distance measures (nearest
neighbour, furthest neighbour and Ward's methods) to ensure that the data, rather than
the clustering method, determined the cluster structure (Burns & Burns, 2008;
Romesburg, 1984). We then completed descriptive statistics on each of the variables
included in the cluster analysis to examine sample characteristics. All statistics were
carried out using SPSS (Version 23.0.0.0).
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4.3.5 Results
4.3.5.1 Cluster Analysis
The dendrograms and agglomeration step tables indicated a single cluster solution for
all distance measures when the hierarchical cluster analysis included variables to
measure organizational perceptions of sustainable food system model, including visions
of a sustainable food system and perceptions of policies needed to achieve a
sustainable food system (n = 93). A second hierarchical cluster analysis including both
model and approach, to determine whether organizational approach could differentiate
types of organizations involved in the food movement, again resulted in dendrograms
and agglomeration step tables that indicated a single cluster solution for all distance
measures (n = 86).
4.3.5.2 Descriptive Statistics
Given the single cluster solution indicating one cohesive group of organizations, we
completed descriptive statistics on the full sample (n = 142). We examined the variables
included in the cluster analysis to determine the characteristics of the organizations in
terms of organizational discourse, activities, and visions of sustainable food systems.
When asked to choose a concept that best describes the organization, ‘local food’ was
the most commonly chosen concept overall as well as for each province (Table 4.3).
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Table 4.3: Frequency of concept chosen by organizations to describe their work, by province.

Food
Security or
Food Aid
Sustainable
Agriculture
or
Sustainable
Seafood
Food Justice
Food
Sovereignty
Food or
Farming
Enterprise
Local Food
Other
Total

British
Columbia
%
n
(column)

Alberta

Ontario

Nova Scotia

National

Total

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

n

%
(column)

5

17.9

5

19.2

3

5.1

2

7.1

0

0

15

10.6

4
1

14.3
3.6

1
1

3.8
3.8

12
0

20.3
0.0

4
2

14.3
7.1

1
0

100
0

22
4

15.5
2.8

1

3.6

1

3.8

4

6.8

1

3.6

0

0

7

4.9

2
12
3
28

7.1
42.9
10.7
100.0

0
10
8
26

0.0
38.5
30.8
100.0

5
28
7
59

8.5
47.5
11.9
100.0

1
14
4
28

3.6
50.0
14.3
100.0

0
0
0
1

0
0
0
100.0

8
64
22
142

5.6
45.1
15.5
100.0

Note: The survey question asked: “Which of the following terms most accurately describes the work of your
organization?” with respondents able to select one of Food Security, Sustainable Agriculture, Food Justice, Food
Sovereignty, Food Enterprise, Local Food or Other. Where listed in the table, some ‘Other’ responses were combined
with the listed selections for analytical purposes.

Organizations that described themselves as local most commonly listed their primary
focus as viable farm income, closely followed by food access (Table 4). While primary
focus differed by province, general tendencies towards focusing on either viable farm
income or food access (or both) were consistent across the four provinces, with the
exception of British Columbia, which had equal responses for environmental
sustainability as well as viable farm income and food access.
Although no local food organizations listed political change as their primary focus,
nearly half of all local food organizations stated that they have reached out or lobbied to
a municipal government and nearly a quarter stated that they have reached out or
lobbied to a provincial government (Table 4.4). Few organizations have reached out or
lobbied the federal government in a similar manner. Over half of local food
organizations have partnered with municipal governments on project implementation,
with fewer organizations partnering with provincial governments and no organizations
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partnering with the federal government. These general trends were consistent across
each of the four provinces.

Table 4.4: Primary focus and government engagement of local food organizations, by province.
British
Columbia
%
n
(row)

Alberta

n

%
(row)

Ontario

n

%
(row)

Nova Scotia

n

%
(row)

Total

n

%
(row)

Primary Focus1
Environmental
sustainability
3
27.3
2
20.0
4
14.3
0
0.0
9
14.3
Social justice
0
0.0
1
10.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
1
1.6
Economic
development
1
9.1
0
0.0
1
3.6
2
14.3
4
6.3
Viable farm income
3
27.3
1
10.0
10
35.7
4
28.6
18
28.6
Food access
3
27.3
4
40.0
6
21.4
4
28.6
17
27.0
Diet and health
0
0.0
0
0.0
1
3.6
0
0.0
1
1.6
Consumer education
(e.g. school programs
or community kitchens
1
9.1
1
10.0
0
0.0
1
7.1
3
4.8
Consumer awareness
(e.g. promotion of local
markets)
0
0.0
1
10.0
4
14.3
2
14.3
7
11.1
Producer education
or training
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
Political change
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
Other
0
0.0
0
0.0
2
7.1
1
7.1
3
4.8
Pressured or
targeted2
Municipal
government
7
58.3
5
62.5
10
40.0
7
50.0
29
49.2
Provincial
government
5
41.7
2
25.0
4
16.0
3
21.4
14
23.7
Federal government
0
0.0
1
12.5
1
4.0
0
0.0
2
3.4
Partnered with3
Municipal
government
9
75.0
7
70.0
11
40.7
10
71.4
37
58.7
Provincial
government
0
0.0
4
40.0
4
14.8
5
35.7
22
34.9
Federal government
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
0
0.0
Note. 1. The survey question asked: “What is the primary focus (goal) of your organization (Rank top 3 in order of
importance)” with response options listed in the table; the most important (rank = 1) was included in analysis; BC: n =
11; AB: n = 10; ON: n = 28; NS: n = 14; Total: n = 63. 2. The survey question asked: “Which of the following groups
has your organization pressured or targeted for engagement (e.g. outreach or lobbying to change practices) in the
past 2 years? (Select all that apply)” with relevant response options listed in the table; BC: n = 12; AB: n = 8; ON: n =
25; NS: n = 14; Total: n = 59. 3. The survey question asked: “Which of the following groups has your organization
partnered with to implement projects in the past 2 years (e.g. partnered on grant applications, or planning or
implementation of activities or programs)? (Select all that apply)” with relevant response options listed in the table;
BC: n = 12; AB: n = 10; ON: n = 27; NS: n = 14; Total: n = 63. A total of 12 organizations in BC, 10 in AB, 28 in ON,
14 in NS, and 64 total described as local food organizations. Missing data accounts for variation in the numbers.

Activities that prioritize consumer choice and entrepreneurial activities, including
consumer awareness or education, farmers’ markets, and other distribution services
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were common across the four provinces, although political advocacy activities were also
common (Table 4.5). Self-help activities were also somewhat common, including
producer education or training, and community, school or urban gardens. Of those
organizations engaged in consumer awareness activities, cultural value of food and
advertisement of local markets were the most common foci.

91

Table 4.5: Organization strategies, including activity engagement, consumer education activities, policy goals, and government
lobbying and partnerships, by province.
British Columbia
At least once a
month
Total

Alberta
At least once
a month
Total

Ontario
At least once
a month
Total

Nova Scotia
At least once
a month
Total

Total
At least once
a month

Total

#

%
(row)

#

#

%
(row)

#

#

%
(row)

#

#

%
(row)

#

#

%
(row)

#

10

37.0

27

10

38.5

26

29

51.8

56

15

53.6

28

65

47.1

138

9

33.3

27

14

53.8

26

15

26.8

56

10

35.7

28

48

34.8

138

4

16.0

25

4

15.4

26

8

14.8

54

3

10.7

28

19

14.2

134

6
8

23.1
29.6

26
27

2
9

7.7
34.6

26
26

9
15

16.7
26.8

54
56

1
9

3.6
32.1

28
28

18
41

13.3
29.7

135
138

7

25.0

28

3

11.5

26

13

23.6

55

2

7.1

28

26

18.8

138

Activity Engagement1
Producer education
Gardens
(community, school,
urban)
Emergency Food
Provision
Locally-sourced
emergency food
provision
Food labelling
Farmland
preservation
Agricultural
Research

2

7.4

27

4

15.4

26

11

20.0

55

8

28.6

28

26

19.0

137

Political advocacy
Consumer education
or awareness

11

40.7

27

8

30.8

26

25

43.9

57

10

35.7

28

55

39.6

139

19

70.4

27

18

69.2

26

34

59.6

57

20

71.4

28

92

66.2

139

Farmers' market
Other distribution
service

12

44.4

27

11

42.3

26

31

54.4

57

18

64.3

28

72

51.8

139

12

46.2

26

10

40.0

25

24

45.3

53

10

37.0

27

56

42.4

132

Other
Consumer
Awareness/Education
Activities2

3

100

3

3

100

3

1

20.0

5

2

66.7

3

9

56.3

16

Student nutrition
Community health
or nutrition

8

32.0

25

11

50.0

22

12

24.5

49

8

32.0

25

39

32.0

122

15

60.0

25

11

50.0

22

20

40.8

49

10

40.0

25

56

45.9

122
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British Columbia
Value of food
Environmental
impacts of
conventional food
production

18

72.0

25

13

52.0

Food safety
Knowledge
networks or
coalitions
Promotion of
local markets

12

48.0

18

Alberta

Ontario

Nova Scotia

17

77.3

22

35

71.4

49

25

9

40.9

22

19

38.8

25

10

45.5

22

23

46.9

72.0

25

12

54.5

22

29

18

72.0

25

14

63.6

22

Policy Goals3
Reduce/eliminate
government
interventions in the
market

3

13.0

23

1

6.7

Local procurement

20

87.0

23

9

Poverty elimination

8

34.8

23

Gender equity

4

17.4

23

Farmworker rights
Indigenous
agricultural capacity
Local/regional
policy councils
Support for new
farmers
Support for smallscale farmers
Participatory
democracy/inclusive
public consultations
Environmental
incentives (e.g.
payments for
ecosystem services)

4

17.4

7

Total

18

72.0

25

89

73.0

122

49

7

28.0

25

49

40.2

122

49

12

48.0

25

58

47.5

122

59.2

49

15

60.0

25

75

61.5

122

36

73.5

49

19

76.0

25

87

71.3

122

15

6

15.4

39

5

29.4

17

15

15.8

95

60.0

15

31

79.5

39

14

82.4

17

75

78.9

95

10

66.7

15

14

35.9

39

4

23.5

17

36

37.9

95

2

13.3

15

6

15.4

39

4

23.5

17

17

17.9

95

23

1

6.7

15

8

20.5

39

5

29.4

17

19

20.0

95

30.4

23

0

0.0

15

7

17.9

39

2

11.8

17

17

17.9

95

14

60.9

23

7

46.7

15

16

41.0

39

4

23.5

17

42

44.2

95

15

65.2

23

5

33.3

15

29

74.4

39

14

82.4

17

64

67.4

95

18

78.3

23

8

53.3

15

32

82.1

39

13

76.5

17

72

75.8

95

12

52.2

23

4

26.7

15

15

38.5

39

5

29.4

17

37

38.9

95

5

21.7

23

1

6.7

15

11

28.2

39

0

0.0

17

18

18.9

95
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British Columbia
Environmental
regulations (e.g.
restriction of
chemical inputs on
farms)
Resource equity
(e.g. land, seed,
water)
Incentives for
socially just
practices (e.g. tax
incentives for fair
trade initiatives)
Student nutrition
programs
Pressured or
targeted4
Municipal
government
Provincial
government
Federal government

Alberta

Ontario

Nova Scotia

Total

7

30.4

23

4

26.7

15

15

38.5

39

2

11.8

17

29

30.5

95

10

43.5

23

3

20.0

15

13

33.3

39

4

23.5

17

31

32.6

95

3

13.0

23

2

13.3

15

6

15.4

39

3

17.6

17

15

15.8

95

7

30.4

23

15

100.0

15

12

30.8

39

4

23.5

17

34

35.8

95

22

78.6

28

12

54.5

22

25

45.5

55

12

42.9

28

71

53.0

134

14
3

50.0
10.7

28
28

7
3

31.8
13.6

22
22

21
13

38.2
23.6

55
55

11
3

39.3
10.7

28
28

53
23

39.6
17.2

134
134

Partnered with5
Municipal
government
Provincial
government

21

75.0

28

16

61.5

26

26

45.6

57

15

53.6

28

78

55.7

140

15

53.6

28

10

38.5

26

20

35.1

57

15

53.6

28

60

42.9

140

Federal government

2

7.1

28

1

3.8

26

7

12.3

57

3

10.7

28

14

10.0

140

Note. 1. The survey question asked: “Over the past 2 years, how frequently has your organization engaged in each of the following activities?” with response
options listed in the table. 2. As follow-up to those engaged in consumer awareness or education, the survey question asked: “Which of the following consumer
education/awareness/conscious raising activities does your organization engage in? (Select all that apply)” with response options listed in the table. 3. As follow-up
to those engaged in political advocacy, the survey question asked: “Which of the following policy goals does your organization’s activities work toward? (Select all
that apply)” with response options listed in the table. 4. The survey question asked: “Which of the following groups has your organization pressured or targeted for
engagement (e.g. outreach or lobbying to change practices) in the past 2 years? (Select all that apply)” with relevant response options listed in the table.5. The
survey question asked: “Which of the following groups has your organization partnered with to implement projects in the past 2 years (e.g. partnered on grant
applications, or planning or implementation of activities or programs)? (Select all that apply)” with relevant response options listed in the table. A total of 28
organizations in BC, 26 in AB, 59 in ON and 28 in NS completed the survey. Totals differ due to missing data.
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Between 30.8% and 43.9% of organizations in each province engaged in political
advocacy at least once a month, although, when asked specifically, more organizations
indicated that they have lobbied, targeted or pressured municipal governments to create
change. Fewer organizations in each province have targeted provincial governments,
and fewer again have targeted the federal government. More organizations in each
province indicated that they have partnered with governments to create change than
lobbied governments. Similar to lobbying governments, there were trends towards more
partnerships at the municipal level, with declining partnerships at the provincial and
federal levels.
Of those organizations engaged in policy change, the most common policy goals
included local procurement, and support for new and small-scale farmers. In terms of
environmental policy goals, regulations were more common than incentives. In terms of
social justice policy goals, poverty elimination, student nutrition programs, participatory
democracy and resource equity were more common than gender equity, farmworker
rights, Indigenous agricultural capacity, and incentives, but not prevalent in the sample.
Examining the highest average ‘importance’ ranking of each activity, consumer
education or awareness activities were considered the most important activities to
engage in, even by organizations that engage in political advocacy at least once a
month (Table 4.6). Political advocacy did not have the highest average importance
ranking by any group of organizations, including those working on political advocacy.
Organizations working on community or school gardens, farmland preservation,
consumer awareness or education, farmers’ markets, and other distribution services all
had the highest average importance ranking for their respective activities, although
organizations engaged in farmland preservation and distribution services ranked
consumer education and awareness activities as equally important on average.
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Table 4.6: Importance of alternative food activities by engaged activity.
Level of
importance
attributed to
most important
activity (mean)

n

64

Activity
considered most
important by
activity
engagement
Consumer
Education or
Awareness

4.69

64

4.67

48

Gardens

N/A

N/A

4.11

18

4.68

19

4.17

18

4.59

17

Food labelling

4.18

40

4.64

39

Farmland
preservation

4.73

26

N/A

N/A

Agricultural
research

4.4

25

4.76

25

4.53

53

4.69

54

4.71
4.76

90
71

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

Other distribution
service

4.49

55

N/A

N/A

Total

N/A

N/A

Gardens
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Farmland
Preservation tied
with Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Farmers' Markets
Distribution
Services tied with
Consumer
Education or
Awareness
Consumer
Education or
Awareness

4.56

140

Activity engaged
in at least once
a month
Producer
education
Gardens
(community,
school, urban)
Emergency food
provision
Locally-sourced
emergency food
provision

Political advocacy
Consumer
education or
awareness
Farmers' market

Level of
importance
attributed to
engaged activity
(mean)

n

4.58

Note. The survey question asked: “According to your organization, how important are the following actions for
creating a more sustainable food system? You do not need to confine your responses to activities with which your
organization is engaged.” with Likert scale responses from 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (Extremely important).

Overall, food organizations found regulations more important than incentives, and
environmentally oriented policies more important than social justice oriented policies,
although both incentives and regulations, and environmentally and socially just policies,
were all considered important. Policy that dismantles corporate monopolies was also
considered important by most organizations (64.5%). Twenty-seven percent of
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organizations considered trade liberalization as “neither important nor unimportant”, and
34.7% of organizations considered liberalization policies “unimportant” (Table 4.7).
Table 4.7: Food organizations perceptions of the importance and likelihood of enacting
government policies.

Importance1

Environmental
incentives
Social
incentives
Environmental
regulations
Social
regulations
Dismantle
corporate
monopolies
Trade
liberalization
Likelihood2

Environmental
incentives
Social
incentives
Environmental
regulations
Social
regulations
Dismantle
corporate
monopolies
Trade
liberalization

(1)
Not
important
%
#
(row)

2

3

#

%
(row)

4

#

%
(row)

#

%
(row)

(5)
Extremely
important
%
#
(row)

Unsure
%
# (row)

Total
#

2

1.4

3

2.1

19

13.5

56

39.7

44

31.2

17

12.1

141

4

2.8

4

2.8

25

17.6

50

35.2

42

29.6

17

12.0

142

1

0.7

4

2.8

24

17.0

42

29.8

57

40.4

13

9.2

141

4

2.8

3

2.1

21

14.9

50

35.5

49

34.8

14

9.9

141

7

5.0

5

3.5

23

16.3

43

30.5

48

34.0

15

10.6

141

22

15.6

38

27.0

23

16.3

5

3.5
(5)
Extremely
likely
%
#
(row)

26

18.4

141

27

19.1
(1)
Extremely
unlikely
%
#
(row)

2

3

#

%
(row)

4

#

%
(row)

#

%
(row)

Unsure
%
# (row)

Total
#

4

2.8

38

27.0

26

18.4

47

33.3

7

5.0

19

13.5

141

10

7.1

56

39.7

29

20.6

21

14.9

6

4.3

19

13.5

141

15

10.6

56

39.7

16

11.3

32

22.7

5

3.5

17

12.1

141

10

7.1

59

41.8

35

24.8

14

9.9

5

3.5

18

12.8

141

73

51.8

37

26.2

9

6.4

3

2.1

4

2.8

15

10.6

141

9

6.4

21

15.0

24

17.1

27

19.3

33

23.6

26

18.6

140

Note. 1. The survey question asked: “According to your organization, how important are the following governmental
policies for creating a more sustainable food system?” 2. The survey question asked: “Based on your understanding
of Canadian food policy, how likely do you think the following policies are to be implemented?”

Despite organizational efforts towards regulations (as opposed to incentives),
organizations generally perceived incentives as more likely to be implemented than
regulations, and environmentally-focused policies more likely to be implemented than
socially just policies (Table 4.7). Most organizations viewed policy that dismantles
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corporate monopolies as extremely unlikely, and policies that support trade liberalization
as more likely than unlikely.
4.3.6 Discussion - Convergence Around Alternatives: Neoliberalism or Politics of
the Possible?
Results from the cluster analysis indicate that the organizations surveyed in this project
are not substantially different from one another, providing evidence of convergence
within the Canadian food movement. One interpretation of the results is that there are
no ‘oppositional’ organizations in the sample, yet many organizations engaged in policy
work, typically considered an ‘oppositional’ strategy. As such, the results support
critiques of the assumption that initiatives can be neatly categorized (Allen, 2014;
Mooney et al., 2014; Mount & Andrée, 2013). Convergence may be due to internal
hybridity of many organizations, as previous research suggests that individual
organizations encompass a diversity of goals and strategies and blur the lines between
various organization ‘types’ (Mount & Andrée, 2013). The results contrast with
conceptual frameworks that group organizations into ‘alternative’ or ‘oppositional’,
‘progressive’ or ‘radical’ (Allen et al., 2003; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011), and are
commensurate with previous research investigating pragmatic initiatives that questions
the clear distinction between alternative and oppositional initiatives in practice (Mooney
et al., 2014). The sample’s convergence around food movement goals and strategies
suggests that the Canadian context may influence the organizational operations. The
evident convergence of the Canadian food movement may be due to systemic
constraints of neoliberal policy, yet whether these constraints will ultimately limit the
efficacy of the food movement or simply adjust the ways in which the movement
operates is open to debate.
The descriptive statistics demonstrate a sample that supports previous theorisation of
food movement trends towards localism, consumer choice, entrepreneurialism and selfhelp (Guthman, 2008a). Scholars agree that these four characteristics are
commensurate with alternative, rather than oppositional, initiatives, but debate the
extent to which alternative initiatives reinforce neoliberal rationalities (Andrée et al.,
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2014; Guthman, 2008a). One way to interpret convergence in the food movement is
through the increasing neoliberalisation of the movement (Guthman, 2008a). A second
reading – a reading for difference (Harris, 2009) – of food movement visions, actions,
and discourses, however, suggests convergence around points of success; areas
where the food movement has increased operations due to the limitations of neoliberal
policy but without defining their actions in relation to neoliberal rationalities. Following
Guthman’s (2008a) framework and its critiques (Harris, 2009; Andrée et al., 2014), we
discuss the survey results in terms of these four trends, considering both neoliberal
rationalities and the politics of the possible.
4.3.6.1 Localism
The prevalence of local food discourse within the sample is consistent with the food
movement’s local trend described by Guthman (2008a). Few local food organizations
partnered with or lobbied provincial and federal governments to implement programs, or
change policy or practice, supporting the notion that the emphasis on local food
indicates a turn away from the political levels that traditionally govern food and
agriculture policy. Yet a high proportion of the local food organizations in this study have
engaged municipal governments, indicating that organizations have not given up on
political change, and may instead be focusing their efforts on a political level more open
to change. To date, the Canadian food movement has experienced little success
impacting federal food policy (Mendes, 2008). Kneen (2011), a leader in Canada’s food
movement, points out that while Food Secure Canada (a federal network of alternative
food organizations and activists) aims to engage the federal government, it has had
relatively little influence on federal policy, which has remained effectively unchanged
since 1969. In 2016, the federal government included sustainable food in its sustainable
development strategy, and a key focus is the development of a federal food policy
(ECCC, 2016). During the election campaign, the current Liberal party promised a
strong role for civil society in public consultations to develop of a federal food policy
(Food Secure Canada, 2015). While promising, thus far, federal government-driven
initiatives to engage civil society in policy processes have been unsuccessful. For
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instance, the Canadian Biotechnology Advisory Committee was established by the
Government of Canada to address biotech policy through public consultation and expert
advice, but was ultimately boycotted by civil society organizations (Abergel, 2012).
Critics have suggested that its only function was to permit pre-existing policies to
proceed unhindered, demonstrating the lack of meaningful public engagement in federal
decision making surrounding the food system (Abergel, 2012). In an analysis of
Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security (CAPFS), Koc and Bas (2012) found that
organizations invited to consult did not find it truly consultative as they were given no
opportunity to speak directly to policymakers, negotiate or engage in discussion over
conflicting viewpoints. The authors argue that while the CAPFS process provided space
for civil society voices in policymaking, it simultaneously demonstrates further
neoliberalisation of the food system by hollowing out the welfare state, as the document
emphasized unfunded civil society service delivery (Koc & Bas, 2012). Given the lack of
progress at the federal level until 2015, the high engagement at the municipal level in
this study may represent a turn away from processes of neoliberalisation that occur
when attempting to engage the federal government, and a politics of hope at the
municipal level.
The closer proximity of organizations to municipal governments may provide further
opportunities for organizations to achieve political change at this level. Given the
complex nature of the Canadian agrifood regulatory environment, political movements
with specific targets may be more successful in achieving their political goals than the
broad food movement has accomplished so far. In-depth knowledge of relevant
regulatory bodies and relationships with key representatives from the appropriate
departments facilitate civil society impact on policy change (MacRae et al., 2012b). Indepth knowledge and close relationships with policymakers may be more achievable at
the municipal level than the provincial or federal levels.
The widespread prevalence of local food discourse may support collective action for
systemic change. Local food is considered an ‘issues-specific’ frame focused on
geographically small-scale economic exchange, as opposed to a ‘master frame’ that
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brings together diverse interests and actors within the food movement (Schiff & Levkoe,
2014). Yet the popularity of local food in the Canadian food movement may support its
utility as a collective action frame. While master frames may ultimately be better suited
to collective action, issues specific frames can mobilize individual interest and action
(Schiff & Levkoe, 2014).
Emphasizing the local allows organizations to create context-specific solutions to local
challenges created by the global, conventional food system (Blay-Palmer et al., 2015).
In addition, if the global food system creates common challenges at different localities,
networks of local initiatives can share examples of successful community-based
initiatives, leading to solidarity and collective action, and, ultimately, transformation of
the food system (Blay-Palmer et al., 2015). The development of new food policy
centered on the local in each of the four provinces (see OMAFRA, 2015; Authority of the
Speaker of the House of Assembly Halifax, 2013; The Legislative Assembly of Alberta,
2015; Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 2015) suggests that the prevalence of
local food discourse may be opening doors for policy change across Canada.
Few local food organizations focused primarily on social justice, instead selecting viable
farm income and food access as their primary focus, demonstrating the lack of
oppositional social justice qualities at the local scale that is frequently presented in the
local food literature (e.g. Born & Purcell, 2006; Hinrichs, 2003; Levkoe, 2011). The
prevalence of viable farm income and food access as key foci indicates a strong
emphasis on economic values and alternative (rather than oppositional) social justice,
consistent with previous research (Allen, 2014). Yet widespread improvement of farmer
incomes and food access through alternative initiatives help support more equitable
distribution of wealth than the conventional food system allots, and as such challenges
the notion that oppositional efforts via systemic critique are required for fundamental
change. That is, alternative initiatives may appear minor, but can support fundamental
change by scaling out across the food system (Mount, 2012) and emphasizing the
transformative social justice aspects of such initiatives, namely wealth redistribution.
While some aspects of the local food movement may reinforce neoliberalisation of the
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food system, the prevalence of local food discourse may be considered an opportunity
for the food movement to expand its transformative potential.
4.3.6.2 Consumer Choice
Consumer education was considered the most important activity by a majority of
participants for nearly every activity type, providing empirical support for the increasing
reliance on consumers for both transforming and regulating the food system as
theorized by Guthman (2008a). Consistent with other case studies, the organizations
surveyed here appear to accept the current structures of the food system and choose
projects within, rather than opposed, to these structures (Allen et al., 2003). Consumer
choice is perhaps the most common neoliberal rhetoric, as some argue it reflects a loss
of faith in the state as a regulator, and reduces citizens to consumers and responsibility
for food system change onto their ability (and knowledge) to make ‘good choices’ with
their dollars (Guthman, 2008a; Levkoe, 2011). Consumer choice may encourage a
neoliberal orientation among food movement organizations by providing more options
for consumers without challenging the commodification of food (Allen et al., 2003). An
additional challenge for consumer-choice activities is that ‘good choices’ are not
affordable, and thus accessible, to all people.
Yet while the high acceptance of consumer choice as a tactic for developing a
sustainable food system may intrinsically support and reinforce neoliberal logic, it also
indicates that organizations are taking advantage of the tactics available to them under
current neoliberal policy. Given the movement’s previous success in using consumer
choice to prohibit Roundup Ready wheat in Canada (see Eaton, 2013), and Monsanto’s
attempts to limit consumer choice by not labeling genetically modified products (see
Monsanto, 2013), it is perhaps not surprising that the movement sees value in
consumer choice activities consistent with researchers that recognize the power of
everyday practice and call on consumers to recognize their ability to change the food
system through consumption choices (Goodman et al., 2014).
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Alternative food organizations may understand that consumer-oriented initiatives are
vital to mobilizing communities around food issues (Fairbairn, 2012). For instance,
previous research on a consumer-based program in Edmonton, Alberta demonstrated
that educational initiatives can motivate consumers to move beyond their initial interest
in niche markets, and engage in food culture events and policy councils (Desmarais &
Wittman, 2014). Additionally, consumer choice initiatives may further support smaller
movements for specific policy change through first supporting broad value change
amongst Canadians that motivates and facilitates acceptance of political change
amongst decision makers by demonstrating desire for change and creating a politics of
the possible. Previous research has indicated that consumer choice activities are not
end goals; rather, organizations use consumer choice activities as strategies for
instigating systemic change through re-valuing social and environmental relationships
via food (Andrée et al., 2014).
Results of this study indicate that while simply ‘promoting local markets’ was a common
consumer education activity, more organizations engaged in educational activities that
promote the value of food. Knowledge networks or coalitions were also common
amongst the sampled organizations. These educational activities demonstrate
strategies to add value beyond economics to food and use food as a means for
collective action. As such, while many food organizations are engaged on the
‘consumer’ end of the food chain as opposed to the ‘producer’ end (Goodman &
DuPuis, 2002; Fairbairn, 2012), these initiatives do not necessarily reduce citizens to
consumers (Levkoe, 2011). The results provide evidence that consumer-based
initiatives cannot be reduced to consumer choice; rather, such initiatives include efforts
to educate Canadians on the value of food, as well as promote a sense of community
based around food (e.g. community kitchens).
While viewing consumer choice solely as a neoliberal tendency provides a narrow view
of their potential, putting too much stock into consumer choice may limit the
transformative potential of the food movement if the movement ignores the need for
policy change. By emphasizing the potential collective impact of the food movement,
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this analysis demonstrates that there is space for both consumer-oriented and policyoriented initiatives in the food movement. Indeed, many scholars argue that at the very
least, consumer-choice initiatives must occur in tandem with state-targeted initiatives
(e.g. Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Levkoe, 2011; Fairbairn, 2012). Behaviour and
value change may be a vital prerequisite to such activism to ensure that the public will
support advocacy for fundamental change in the food system. Ethical consumerism is
important for creating behaviour and value change in much of the population, however
individual and collective action cannot end there and must use popular support of
alternative food initiatives as a catalyst for state-targeted activism to create long-term
change.
4.3.6.3 Entrepreneurialism
The emphasis on consumer choice necessitates entrepreneurial activities at the
community level to provide choices, but may also distract from (Levkoe, 2011), or
extend to, political advocacy (Guthman, 2008b). Research on alternative food initiatives
in California has shown that organizations recognize the importance of political
initiatives in achieving sustainable food systems yet engage more in entrepreneurial
activities such as direct marketing through farmers’ markets or community-supported
agriculture (Allen et al., 2003). Even when organizations engage in political initiatives,
they may focus more on entrepreneurial mechanisms such as incentives, rather than
strict regulations, which are generally considered more transformative than incentives
(Guthman, 2008b).
In this study, entrepreneurial activities (e.g. farmers’ markets and other distribution
services) and support for entrepreneurial policies (e.g. local food procurement;
incentives-based policy) were common across the four provinces surveyed. Yet
organizations generally indicated that regulations-based policies were more important
than incentives, although on average less likely. Rather than indicating a turn away from
the state as Guthman (2008a) suggests, these results indicate that while organizations
have transformative goals, they are simultaneously working on activities and policies
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where they may be more likely to achieve success. Additionally, while organizations are
more likely to partner with governments than to lobby governments, they nonetheless
lobby governments, indicating that organizations may use their relationships with
government departments to have their voices heard (Andrée et al., 2014). Additionally,
these partnerships provide hope that over time, public institutions may value and
integrate food movement priorities into public policy (Allen et al., 2003).
In general, environmental policies were viewed as both more important and more likely
than social justice policies, and social justice policy goals tended towards alternatives
(e.g. support for new- and small-scale farmers) rather than transformative policies (e.g.
resource equity, gender equity and farmworker rights). These findings are consistent
with Allen’s (2014) argument that the food movement is generally more comfortable with
providing alternatives to, and modifying, the conventional food system than transforming
it, particularly in terms of social justice, and Friedmann’s (2005) analysis that the food
system may be moving towards green capitalism with little in place to support a more
equitable food system.
Yet this analysis is incomplete without recognizing the ways in which such initiatives
and policies challenge the conventional, productionist food system by bringing social
and environmental values back into production (Donald, 2010; Cameron & Wright,
2014), support collective action by appealing to the general public (Stevenson et al.,
2007) and appeal to policymakers due the minor changes that such policies would
instigate (Hassanein, 2003; Mount & Andrée, 2013). Distinguishing the ways in which
alternatives are both recognizably different from dominant market structures and familiar
to the general public is important because “we must be ready with strategies for
confronting what forcefully pushes back against the discursive imaginings and practical
enactments we associate with building a different economy” or political system (GibsonGraham, 2006). That is, building a different food system requires alternative strategies
for replacing the conventional food system as much as it does a willingness to oppose
and transform the food system. There is a need for pragmatic everyday practice to
supplement the broader movements for political change, and entrepreneurial initiatives
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may provide these practices (Marsden & Franklin, 2013). The widespread prevalence of
on-the-ground entrepreneurial activities such as farmers’ markets demonstrates the
“materially effective” alternative economy needed to demonstrate possibilities for a
different type of food system (Goodman et al., 2014). The diversity of economies and
growing emphasis on the social economy, including non-profits, cooperatives and
community initiatives that aim to reestablish trust between producers and consumers, is
a growing trend within food movement activism and scholarship (Cameron & Wright,
2014), one that represents producers and local businesses taking some control over the
food system back from transnational corporations. While such initiatives may not reflect
the oppositional politics that scholars advocate, they nonetheless represent a politics of
the possible (Goodman et al., 2014).
4.3.6.4 Self-Help
A final neoliberal trend that characterizes the food movement is the emphasis on
personal responsibility to create change within the food system, as demonstrated by the
emphasis on community gardens and farm-to-school programs (Guthman, 2008a). Selfimprovement reinforces neoliberal ideology by implicitly acknowledging the lack of state
responsibility over public welfare through social programming (Guthman, 2008b) and
further contributes to individualization within the food movement, superseding collective
action (Dolhinow, 2005). Combined with the tactic of consumer choice, self-reliance
alternatives further exacerbates existing social inequalities by implying that low-income
people must grow their own fresh food while everyone else can purchase theirs
(Donald, 2010).
Programs (e.g. community gardens) and policies (e.g. student nutrition) promoted as
self-improvement by scholars (e.g. Guthman, 2008a) were common across the four
provinces, yet it is notable that student nutrition programs were the least common
consumer awareness activities. Details on the motivations behind the Canadian food
movement’s 2015 campaign for a student nutrition program reveal the neoliberal
rhetoric around healthy eating, healthy bodies and improved learning that Guthman
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(2008b) asserts, but also a call for collective action for institutional support (in the form
of one billion dollars of federal investment over five years) for universal access to
healthy food (see Members and Collaborators of the Coalition for Healthy School Food,
2015). Collective action, institutional support and universal access are all themes more
in line with a ‘politics of the possible’ than neoliberal arguments for individual
responsibility. While the popularity of these initiatives supports Guthman’s (2008a)
analysis on neoliberal tendencies within the food movement, there is also a tendency
within these initiatives towards community building and political advocacy (Andrée et al.,
2014). The Members and Collaborators of the Coalition for Healthy School Food (2015)
justify their political ‘asks’ by seeking to build on existing programs. This justification
represents a politics of the possible by using existing on-the-ground community-based
activities to demonstrate what is possible at the policy level (McInnes & Mount, 2017).
Further, these organizations are calling on the federal government to invest, indicating
that the food movement has not focused on the individual because they have lost faith
in the federal government, but that successful local initiatives are used as a strategy to
achieve their visions of a vastly different food system (Andrée et al., 2014).
Even so-called ‘individual’ initiatives eventually become collective as they scale up in
the number of people reached and scale out across space (Goodman et al., 2014). The
widening reach of various alternative initiatives, even at the individual level, serves “to
produce a discursive and material shift of tectonic proportions (Gibson-Graham &
Cameron, 2007). The food system is a social construct built through everyday practice,
and as such everyday practice via individual action is necessary to rebuild the food
system (Gibson-Graham, 2006).
4.3.7 Conclusion
In this paper, we conduct a systematic assessment of the extent of convergence or
divergence in the Canadian food movement, and provide evidence for convergence
around organizational discourse, activities and visions of sustainable food systems.
Using cluster analysis and descriptive statistics, we examined discourse, activities and
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visions of a sustainable food system, and demonstrate that trends of localism,
consumer choice, entrepreneurialism and self-help are prevalent overall and within each
of the four provinces surveyed. Localism and consumer-based activities are particularly
prominent, with a majority of survey respondents describing their organizations as local,
engaging in consumer education activities, and touting the importance of consumer
education activities. Yet the results provide empirical evidence that consumer education
cannot be reduced to consumer choice. The prevalence of these four trends
demonstrates convergence around alternatives, rather than oppositional initiatives, in
the food movement across the four Canadian provinces examined. The consistency
between the four provinces is notable, and indicates that the neoliberal context provided
by federal policy may be a key factor in determining the types of initiatives that are
possible for the food movement. Future research investigating changes in food
movement strategies under different federal policies would provide valuable insight into
the importance of the federal political context. While the four provinces are
geographically diverse, territories in Northern Canada were not included and may
provide important insights given their unique population and geography relative to the
rest of Canada.
The quantitative methods used in this project provide a unique perspective to a body of
literature that currently relies heavily on individual case studies (Marsden & Franklin,
2013). Even when examining broad trends, much of the food movement literature has a
tendency towards conceptual and qualitative analysis without quantifying the extent to
which these trends prevail within the food movement (e.g. Andrée et al., 2014;
Constance et al., 2014b; Guthman, 2008a). There are limitations to quantitative
methods: while knowing that a particular number of organizations are working on
projects that are (arguably) more or less neoliberal does not necessarily indicate that
the movement as whole is more or less neoliberal. For instance, while it is worth noting
that the number of organizations that characterize themselves as ‘food sovereignty’
organizations is small, this number does not reflect the impact that the discourse may
have on the Canadian food movement if used by few highly influential organizations.
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Nonetheless, the prevalence of various forms of neoliberal discourse and governance
mechanisms may be useful for arguing whether there are indeed ‘trends’ within the food
movement, and provides a new method of insight on the potential collective impact of
the food movement.
If convergence is required for a transformative food movement, the Canadian food
movement may have the potential to change the food system. Yet scholars caution that
convergence around alternatives, rather than opposition to the conventional food
system model may weaken the transformative potential of the movement and further
reinforce neoliberalism within the food system (Rivera-Ferre et al., 2014). This
convergence around alternatives may represent neoliberalisation, but also
demonstrates a politics of the possible. Interpreting the survey results through the four
neoliberal tendencies presented by Guthman (2008a) provides empirical support for
Guthman’s theorization but also paints a more complex picture, as outlined by other
scholars (e.g. Harris, 2009; Andrée et al., 2014; Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007).
Reading for difference interprets unified goals of the food movement as a demonstration
of the capacity for strong alliances across Canada, and considers convergence around
initiatives that are most successful given the neoliberal context that organizations are
working in. That is, organizations working under neoliberal policy may be taking
strategic advantage of activities with demonstrated success in this context. In addition,
the widespread impact of the organizations surveyed here demonstrates possibilities for
how the food system might look in the future, providing pragmatic examples of how to
restructure the food system. Further, these initiatives provide the means to engage
large numbers of Canadians, who engage with the food system primarily as consumers,
allowing Canadians to engage in food systems change every day in ways similar to their
daily routines, which may be more appealing, and thus more likely to have widespread
impact, than advocacy (Stevenson et al., 2007). To work outside the Canadian policy
context may require civil disobedience, possibly alienating many Canadians from
engaging in food systems change (Fairbairn, 2012).
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Gibson-Graham (2006) note that while theorizing (around oppositional or not;
transformative or not; or neoliberal or not) is useful in framing existing tendencies within
the movement, and envisioning possibilities for food systems change (Allen, 2014),
when initiatives - or the food movement as a whole - are generalized as reinforcing the
conventional food system, such characterizations may serve to weaken broad public
support for these initiatives. Scholarly emphasis on neoliberal tendencies
underestimates the potential of the initiatives pursued by a diversity of nonprofits, cooperatives, small businesses and community groups across Canada. In particular, the
results indicate that convergence around localism, consumer-based activities,
entrepreneurialism and self-help cannot be reduced to neoliberal logic. The emphasis
on ‘local’ discourse may represent a turn to the municipal political sphere where change
may be perceived as more accessible, and provides an opportunity for a collective
discourse to unify the food movement. Convergence around consumer-based, rather
than producer-based, action, is not limited to consumer choice. Instead, consumerbased initiatives are providing spaces for Canadians to create communities based
around food, offering opportunities for Canadians to enter food-based activism, and
demonstrating possibilities for a new food system in Canada. The turn to
entrepreneurialism provides producers and local businesses an opportunity to push
back against corporate control of the food system. In terms of entrepreneurial policy,
results indicate that the food movement supports regulations over incentives, but may
be focusing their efforts on policy initiatives less alienating to governments, such as
procurement. Finally, self-help programs tend to be based around communities (e.g.
community gardens) and collective action, as groups across Canada are uniting to ask
the federal government to institutionalize support for universal access to healthy food
via student nutrition programs.
Although the achievements of individual alternative initiatives may be partial, their
collective impact is widespread (Gibson-Graham, 2006). Given that the food movement
has so far been more successful in providing alternatives than enacting the political
change envisioned by early activists (Goodman et al., 2014), some scholars are calling
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for re-energizing the ‘radical left’ by rethinking alternatives as possibilities for
restructuring the world (Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007). Such a politics of the
possible provides a means for cracking open spaces of possibility within the current
food system by examining alternatives as case studies that help us envision what a
different type of food system might look like, and demonstrate widespread support for
this different, more sustainable food system (Andrée et al., 2014; Gibson-Graham,
2006). Reducing alternative initiatives to neoliberal logic ultimately underestimates the
potential of the alternative food movement.
4.3.8 References
AAFC. (2012). An Overview of the Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food System 2012.
(Catalogue No. A38-1/1-2011E-PDF). Ottawa, Canada.
Abergel, E. (2012). The Canadian Biotechnology Advisory Committee: Legitimacy,
participation and attempts to improve GM Regulation in Canada. In R. MacRae &
E. Abergel (Eds.), Health and Sustainability in the Canadian Food System:
Advocacy and Opportunity for Civil Society (pp. 97-126). Vancouver, BC: UBC
Press.
Allen, P. (2014). Divergence and convergence in alternative agrifood movements:
Seeking a path forward. In D. H. Constance, M.-C. Renard, & M. G. Rivera-Ferre
(Eds.), Alternative Agrifood Movements: Patterns of Convergence and
Divergence (Research in Rural Sociology and Development, Volume 21, pp. 4968): Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
Allen, P., FitzSimmons, M., Goodman, M., & Warner, K. (2003). Shifting plates in the
agrifood landscape: the tectonics of alternative agrifood initiatives in California.
Journal of Rural Studies, 19, 61-75.

111

Andrée, P., Ballamingie, P., & Sinclair-Waters, B. (2014). Neoliberalism and the making
of food politics in Eastern Ontario. Local Environment, 20(12), 1452-1472.
doi:10.1080/13549839.2014.908277
Authority of the Speaker of the House of Assembly Halifax. (2013). Environmental
Goals and Sustainable Prosperity Act: Chapter 7 of the Acts of 2007. Retrieved
from
http://nslegislature.ca/legc/statutes/environmental%20goals%20and%20sustaina
ble%20prosperity.pdf.
Beckie, M. A., Kennedy, E. H., & Wittman, H. (2012). Scaling up alternative food
networks: farmers’ markets and the role of clustering in western Canada.
Agriculture and Human Values, 29(3), 333-345. doi:10.1007/s10460-012-9359-9
Blay-Palmer, A. (2012). Alternative land use services and the case for multifunctional
policy in Canada. In R. MacRae & E. Abergel (Eds.), Health and Sustainability in
the Canadian Food System: Advocacy and Opportunity for Civil Society (pp. 3969). Vancouver, BC: UBC Press.
Blay-Palmer, A., Sonnino, R., & Custot, J. (2015). A food politics of the possible?
Growing sustainable food systems through networks of knowledge. Agriculture
and Human Values, 33(1), 27-43. doi:10.1007/s10460-015-9592-0
Born, B., & Purcell, M. (2006). Avoiding the Local Trap: Scale and Food Systems in
Planning Research. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 26(2), 195207. doi:10.1177/0739456x06291389
Burns, R., & Burns, R. (2008). Cluster Analysis Business Research Methods and
Statistics using SPSS (pp. 552-567). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Cameron, J., & Wright, S. (2014). Researching diverse food initiatives: from backyard
and community gardens to international markets. Local Environment, 19(1), 1-9.
doi:10.1080/13549839.2013.835096
112

Constance, D. H., Friedland, W. H., Renard, M.-C., & Rivera-Ferre, M. G. (2014). The
discourse on alternative agrifood movements. In D. H. Constance, M.-C. Renard,
& M. G. Rivera-Ferre (Eds.), Alternative Agrifood Movements: Patterns of
Convergence and Divergence (Research in Rural Sociology and Development,
Volume 21, pp. 3-46): Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
Constance, D. H., Renard, M.-C., & Rivera-Ferre, M. G. (Eds.). (2014). Alternative
Agrifood Movements: Patterns of Convergence and Divergence (Research in
Rural Sociology and Development, vol. 21): Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
Desmarais, A. A., & Wittman, H. (2014). Farmers, foodies and First Nations: getting to
food sovereignty in Canada. J Peasant Stud, 41(6), 1153-1173.
doi:10.1080/03066150.2013.876623
Dolhinow, R. (2005). Caught in the middle: the state, NGOs, and the limits to grassroots
organizing along the US–Mexico border. Antipode, 37(3), 558-580.
Donald, B. (2010). Food systems planning and sustainable cities and regions: The role
of the firm in sustainable food capitalism. In A. Blay-Palmer (Ed.), Imagining
Sustainable Food Systems: Theory and Practice (ebook ed., pp. 115-133).
Farnham, England: Ashgate.
Eaton, E. (2013). Growing Resistance: Canadian Farmers and the Politics of
Genetically Modified Wheat Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press.
ECCC. (2016). Federal Sustainable Development Strategy. Retrieved from
https://www.ec.gc.ca/dd-sd/default.asp?Lang=En&n=CD30F295-1.
Fairbairn, M. (2012). Framing transformation: the counter-hegemonic potential of food
sovereignty in the US context. Agriculture and Human Values, 29, 217-230.
Food Secure Canada. (2015). Federal Elections: 4 parties are in favour of a national
food policy. Retrieved from http://foodsecurecanada.org/federal-elections-4113

parties-are-favour-national-food-policyFood Secure Canada. 2016. Who We Are.
http://foodsecurecanada.org/who-we-are. Accessed 26 Sept 2016.
Friedland, W. H. (2010). New ways of working and organization: alternative agrifood
movements and agrifood researchers. Rural Sociology, 75(4), 601-627.
doi:10.1111/j.1549-0831.2010.00031.x
Friedmann, H. (2005). From colonialism to green capitalism: social movements and the
emergence of food regimes. In F. H. Buttel & P. McMichael (Eds.), New
directions in the sociology of global development. Research in rural sociology
and development (pp. 229-264). Oxford: Elsevier.
Gibson-Graham, J. K. (2006). A Postcapitalist Politics. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press.
Gibson-Graham, J. K., & Cameron, J. (2007). Community enterprises: Imagining and
enacting alternatives to capitalism. Social Alternatives, 26(1), 20-25.
Goodman, D., & DuPuis, E. M. (2002). Knowing food and growing food: Beyond the
production-consumption debate in the sociology of agriculture. Sociologia
Ruralis, 42(1), 5-22.
Goodman, D., DuPuis, E. M., & Goodman, M. (2014). Alternative Food Networks:
Knowledge, Practice, and Politics. London: Routledge.
Guthman, J. (2008a). Neoliberalism and the making of food politics in California.
Geoforum, 39(3), 1171-1183. doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2006.09.002
Guthman, J. (2008b). Thinking inside the neoliberal box: The micro-politics of agro-food
philanthropy. Geoforum, 39(3), 1241-1253. doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2006.09.001

114

Harris, E. (2009). Neoliberal subjectivities or a politics of the possible? Reading for
difference in alternative food networks. Area, 41(1), 55-63. doi:10.1111/j.14754762.2008.00848.x
Hassanein, N. (2003). Practicing food democracy: a pragmatic politics of transformation.
Journal of Rural Studies, 19(1), 77-86. doi:10.1016/s0743-0167(02)00041-4
Hinrichs, C. (2003). The practice and politics of food system localization. Journal of
Rural Studies, 19, 33-45.
Hinrichs, C., & Eshleman, J. (2014). Agrifood movements: Diversity, aims, and limits. In
C. Bailey, L. Jensen, & E. Ransom (Eds.), Rural America in a Globalizing World:
Problems and Prospects for the 2010s (pp. 138-155). Morgantown, WV: West
Virginia University Press.
Holt-Giménez, E., & Shattuck, A. (2011). Food crises, food regimes and food
movements: rumblings of reform or tides of transformation? J Peasant Stud,
38(1), 109-144. doi:10.1080/03066150.2010.538578
Holt-Giménez, E., & Wang, Y. (2011). Reform or transformation? The pivotal role of
food justice in the food movement. Race/Ethnicity: Multidisciplinary Global
Contexts, 5(1), 83-102.
Kloppenburg, J., & Hassanein, N. (2006). From old school to reform school? Agriculture
and Human Values, 23(4), 417-421. doi:10.1007/s10460-006-9024-2
Kloppenburg, J., Lezberg, S., De Master, K., Stevenson, G. W., & Hendrickson, J.
(2000). Tasting food, tasting sustainability: Defining the attributes of an
alternative food system with competent, ordinary people. Human Organization,
59(2), 177- 186.
Kneen, C. (2011). Food Secure Canada: Where agriculture, environment, health, food
and justice intersect. In H. Wittman, A. A. Desmarais, & N. Wiebe (Eds.), Food
115

Sovereignty in Canada: Creating Just and Sustainable Food Systems (pp. 8096). Black Point, Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing.
Koc, M., & Bas, J. A. (2012). Canada's action plan for food security: The interactions
between civil society and the state to advance food security in Canada. In R.
MacRae & E. Abergel (Eds.), Health and Sustainability in the Canadian Food
System (pp. 173-203). Vancouver, BC: UBC Press.
Legislative Assembly of Alberta. (2015). Bill 202: Alberta Local Food Act. Retrieved
from
http://www.assembly.ab.ca/ISYS/LADDAR_files/docs/bills/bill/legislature_29/sess
ion_1/20150611_bill-202.pdf.
Legislative Assembly of British Columbia. (2015). Bill M 222 – 2015: British Columbia
Local Food Act. Retrieved from https://www.leg.bc.ca/40th4th/1st_read/m2221.htm.
Levkoe, C. Z. (2011). Towards a transformative food politics. Local Environment, 16(7),
687-705. doi:10.1080/13549839.2011.592182
Levkoe, C. Z. (2014). The food movement in Canada: a social movement network
perspective. Journal of Peasant Studies, 41(3), 385-403.
doi:10.1080/03066150.2014.910766
Levkoe, C. Z., & Wakefield, S. (2014). Understanding contemporary networks of
environmental and social change: complex assemblages within Canada’s ‘food
movement’. Environmental Politics, 23(2), 302-320.
doi:10.1080/09644016.2013.818302
MacRae, R. (2011). A joined-up food policy for Canada. Journal of Hunger &
Environmental Nutrition, 6(4), 424-457.

116

MacRae, R., Abergel, E., & Koc, M. (2012a). Introduction. In R. MacRae & E. Abergel
(Eds.), Health and Sustainability in the Canadian Food System (pp. 1-14).
Vancouver, BC: UBC Press.
MacRae, R., Langer, J., & Cuddeford, V. (2012b). Lessons from twenty years of CSO
advocacy to advance sustainable pest management in Canada. In R. MacRae &
E. Abergel (Eds.), Health and Sustainability in the Canadian Food System:
Advocacy and Opportunity for Civil Society (pp. 129-152). Vancouver, BC: UBC
Press.
Magnan, A. (2011). The limits of farmer control: Food sovereignty and conflicts over the
Canadian Wheat Board. In H. Wittman, A. A. Desmarais, & N. Wiebe (Eds.),
Food Sovereignty in Canada: Creating Just and Sustainable Food Systems (pp.
114-133). Black Point, Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing.
Marsden, T., & Franklin, A. (2013). Replacing neoliberalism: theoretical implications of
the rise of local food movements. Local Environment, 18(5), 636-641.
doi:10.1080/13549839.2013.797157
McInnes, A., & Mount, P. (2017). Actualizing Sustainable Food Systems. In M. Koc, J.
Sumner, & A. Winson (Eds.), Critical Perspectives in Food Studies (2 ed., pp.
332-347). Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press.
Members and Collaborators of the Coalition for Healthy School Food. (2015). For a
universal healthy school food program,. Retrieved from
http://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/default/files/coalitionforhealthyschoolfood.sm_.
pdf Accessed 26 Sept 2016.
Mendes, W. (2008). Implementing Social and Environmental Policies in Cities: The
Case of Food Policy in Vancouver, Canada. International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research, 32(4), 942-967. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2427.2008.00814.x

117

Monsanto. (2013, March). Labeling Food and Ingredients Developed from GM Seed.
Retrieved from http://www.monsanto.com/newsviews/pages/food-labeling.aspx
Mooney, P. H., Tanaka, K., & Ciciurkaite, G. (2014). Food policy council movement in
North America: A convergence of alternative local agrifood interests? In D. H.
Constance, M.-C. Renard, & M. G. Rivera-Ferre (Eds.), Alternative Agrifood
Movements: Patterns of Convergence and Divergence (Research in Rural
Sociology and Development, Volume 21, pp. 229-255): Emerald Group
Publishing Limited.
Mount, P. (2012). Growing local food: scale and local food systems governance.
Agriculture and Human Values, 29(1), 107-121. doi:10.1007/s10460-011-9331-0
Mount, P., & Andrée, P. (2013). Visualising community-based food projects in Ontario.
Local Environment, 18(5), 578-591. doi:10.1080/13549839.2013.788491
Mount, P., Hazen, S., Holmes, S., Fraser, E., Winson, A., Knezevic, I., . . . Landman, K.
(2013). Barriers to the local food movement: Ontario's community food projects
and the capacity for convergence. Local Environment, 18(5).
doi:10.1080/13549839.2013.788492
OMAFRA. (2015). Local Food. July 2. Retrieved from
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/about/localfood.htm Accessed 12 Aug 2015.
Qualman, D. (2011). Advancing agriculture by destroying farms? The state of
agriculture in Canada. In H. Wittman, A. A. Desmarais, & N. Wiebe (Eds.), Food
Sovereignty in Canada: Creating Just and Sustainable Food Systems (pp. 2042). Black Point, Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing.
Rivera-Ferre, M. G., Constance, D. H., & Renard, M.-C. (2014). Convergence and
divergence in alternative agrifood movements. In D. H. Constance, M.-C.
Renard, & M. G. Rivera-Ferre (Eds.), Alternative Agrifood Movements: Patterns
of Convergence and Divergence (Vol. Research in Rural Sociology and
118

Development, Volume 21, pp. 313-322): Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
Romesburg, H. C. (1984). Cluster Analysis for Researchers. Belmont, California:
Lifetime Learning Publications.
Rosset, P. (2008). Food sovereignty and the contemporary food crisis. Development,
51(4), 460-463. doi:10.1057/dev.2008.48
Schiff, R., & Levkoe, C. Z. (2014). From disparate action to collective mobilization:
Collective action frames and the Canadian food movement. In L. Leonard & S. B.
Kedzior (Eds.), Occupy the Earth: Global Environmental Movements (pp. 225253). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
Stevenson, G. W., Ruhf, K., Lezberg, S., & Clancy, K. (2007). Warrior, builder, and
weaver work: Strategies for changing the food system. In C. C. Hinrichs & T. A.
Lyson (Eds.), Remaking the North American Food System: Strategies for
Sustainability (pp. 33-62). Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press.
Wiebe, N., & Wipf, K. (2011). Nurturing food sovereignty in Canada. In H. Wittman, A.
A. Desmarais, & N. Wiebe (Eds.), Food Sovereignty in Canada (pp. 1-19). Black
Point, Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing.

119

5 Bridging the Disconnect: Transitioning to Sustainable
Food Policy through Practice
5.1 Preface to the Manuscript
The previous two chapters demonstrate that formal Canadian food policy making
channels are not open for meaningful food movement involvement, and food movement
organizations have responded by converging around alternatives while maintaining
oppositional goals. In this chapter, I aim to bridge the disconnect between these two
bodies of literature to examine the ways in which engagement in alternative initiatives
may open the door for policy change. In Chapter 4, I argue that food movement
organizations in Canada demonstrate a politics of the possible. In this chapter, I extend
this analysis by examining a case study (interview guides in Appendix VI) to consider
the question: if food movement organizations are meant to ‘work within the cracks’ of
the neoliberal food system in order to support a transition to a more sustainable food
system, as I argue throughout this dissertation, what does that look like in practice?

5.2 Publication details:
McInnes, A. (Submitted to Local Environment). Filling the cracks: A micropolitical
analysis of food movement strategies in the neoliberal era.

5.3 Manuscript Four
5.3.1 Abstract
Despite strong theoretical contributions on the politics of the possible, a framework that
evaluates alternative food movements as operating within the cracks of neoliberalism,
little attention has been paid to how, specifically, an organization can “operate within the
neoliberal cracks” to affect food systems change. Using micropolitical analysis to
examine a case study, Pollinator Partnership Canada (P2C), I analyse how a small
organization has successfully impacted federal policy and industry practice, and provide
strategic insight to those working on the ground. Through staff and partner interviews,
and review of government and organizational documents, I determined four key,
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interrelated, elements of success, including Single-Issue Expertise, Diverse and
Collaborative Partnerships, Opportunities-Based Action, and use of the Dominant
Discourse. I argue that these four strategies represent how organizations can serve to
work within the neoliberal cracks and discuss the ways in which these strategies can
address challenges in the global environmental politics of food at a local scale,
providing both practical and theoretical contributions to the literature.
Keywords: politics of the possible; micropolitics; alternative food movement;
neoliberalism; global environmental politics of food
5.3.2 Introduction
What does it look like to work within, and break open, the cracks of the neoliberal food
system? In response to scholarly discussions on the neoliberal tendencies of alternative
food movements and associated inability to influence broad systemic change, namely
through policy-based action (e.g. Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003;
Guthman, 2008b), a growing body of scholarship examines alternative food movements
under a politics of the possible framework, which views food movements as constrained
by neoliberal policy, yet operating within the cracks of neoliberalism to influence change
(e.g. Andrée, Ballamingie, & Sinclair-Waters, 2014; Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007;
McInnes, Fraser, Gedalof, & Silver, 2017). Neoliberal readings of the food movement
critique the strong emphasis on “alternative” initiatives (e.g. niche markets such as
Organics labelling that allow consumers to opt out of the dominant system), rather than
“oppositional” initiatives (e.g. direct opposition and critique of the dominant system
through advocacy) (Allen et al., 2003), and argue that alternative initiatives risk
reinforcing the dominant system through a “neoliberal turn” in which food movement
actors utilize neoliberal discourse and governance mechanisms (Guthman, 2008a).
Critiques of this neoliberal reading of alternative food initiatives focus on the ways in
which such a reading reduces possibilities for change (Harris, 2009) and undermines
their potential (Cameron & Wright, 2014). As such, previous research examining the
food movement through a politics of the possible lens highlights the necessity of not
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being “overly prescriptive about what a “transformative” politics of food should look like”
(Andrée et al., 2014, p. 4, emphasis in original) and instead focuses on “reading for
difference” (Harris, 2009, p. 55) and “making visible” (Cameron & Wright, 2014)
initiatives that demonstrate capacity for transformative food system change. While this
sidesteps critiques of neoliberal readings, it does little to inform practitioners of what
they could do to influence broader systemic change. In this paper, I examine a case
study, Pollinator Partnership Canada (P2C), to consider this question.
Understanding what food movement organizations can do to influence systemic change
is particularly important in the context of an “advocacy chill” initiated in 2012 by a series
of audits carried out by the Canada Revenue Agency to revoke charitable status from
charities spending more than 10% of their resources on political work (Beeby, 2018).
Though this has recently been cancelled, charities still face advocacy and lobbying
restrictions not shared by corporations (Gray, 2018). In this context, charities are
understandably hesitant to carry out political work that might put their service delivery
programs at risk. Further, if scholars are advocating political action as the only means to
change the food system (Rosset, 2008), and yet arguing that existing policy channels
prohibit meaningful public consultation (Abergel, 2012), practitioners may begin to
wonder whether there is any potential to support a transition to a sustainable food
system through their work. If food movement researchers seek to support a growing
food movement and enhance their transformative potential (Friedland, 2010), we must
move beyond analysing the theoretical impacts of the food movement’s work to provide
insight on what actions organizations can take to support a transition to a sustainable
food system.
In this paper, I conduct micropolitical analysis of P2C to consider what, precisely,
organizations can do to work within the cracks of neoliberalism and ultimately influence
systemic change through feasible and strategic action. Through interviews with P2C
staff and partners, and document analysis, I determined four key success factors that
help P2C achieve their goals. I argue that these four success factors outline how
organizations serve to work within the cracks of the neoliberal food system and discuss
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the ways in which these factors can address challenges in the global environmental
politics of food at a local scale.
5.3.3 Methodological Approach
In this paper, I examine a single case study to gain “concrete and practical”
understanding of the context and practices of a non-profit organization that has had a
wide range of successes in reaching their goals (Baxter, 2010, p. 95). Though Pollinator
Partnership works in both Canada and the US, this study focuses on their work in
Canada to best consider the relationship between their micropolitics and the wider
context that they work in (Hoyle, 1999). In order to support pollinator health, P2C
engages in a wide variety of initiatives. In 2017, these included the Bee Friendly
Farming certification, Agriculture and Agrifood Canada (AAFC) Bee Health Round Table
(BHRT) projects (a gap analysis for honey bee forage, the development of a Canadian
honey bee forage guide, and a review of honey bee and native bee risk potential in
crops and ornamentals for the Pest Management Regulatory Agency (PMRA)), an
Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) review of monarch seed availability
and capacity gaps, a review of non-apis risk in crop and ornamental production in
Canada and development of a research database, field research relating to cover crops
and the support they provide bees, and outreach and partner engagement. Outreach
projects included the development of a Citizen Scientist Pollinator Monitoring App with
Border Free Bees, leading the Island Pollinator Initiative, a local collaborative action
network funded by multiple local organizations on Vancouver Island, workshops for land
managers and farmers on Vancouver Island, two monarch conservation webinars for
agricultural and corridor land managers, 17 ecoregional planting guides and three
pollinator conservation informational brochures for the general public, three technical
guides for land managers, and other outreach activities in British Columbia and Ontario.
P2C’s funding includes grants and contracts, and funders include ECCC, OMAFRA,
Growing Forward 2, PMRA, Commission for Environmental Cooperation, Earth
Rangers, the Stanley Smith Horticultural Trust, Van City Foundation, Island Pollinator
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Initiative, and Fairmont Hotels. Their account holdings at the end of 2017 amounted to
just over $112,000. They have three permanent or long-term contract staff and typically
have one to two interns on staff. They do not rely on volunteer labour beyond special
events.
P2C was chosen due to their unique position as the only environmental non-profit
organization sitting on a federal value chain roundtable (BHRT), a key avenue for
influencing agricultural policy at the federal level. In many ways, this organization is
typical of a “food movement organization” in that they have funding challenges and few
staff (Mount et al., 2013), work on a range of activities (McInnes et al., 2017), and
though they do not necessarily view their work as part of a formalized food movement,
their values are aligned with the food movement, particularly as they relate to farmer
and consumer practices. Further, they work frequently with food and agriculture
organizations including AAFC and Health Canada, the pesticide industry, and foodbased non-profits within the Island Pollinator Initiative. As such, the case study’s unique
position and typical organizational profile make Pollinator Partnership Canada an
analytically robust case study in that other food movement organizations may apply the
findings presented here (Baxter, 2010). Following Gibson-Graham (2006), I hope that
the findings inspire, rather than restrain, food movement practitioners. In addition,
grounding the case study in the analytical framework outlined below provides further
insight into theoretical explanations of food systems change (Baxter, 2010).
5.3.4 Analytical Framework: Power, Strategy, and the Micropolitics of Food
Systems Change
I examine the case study through an analytical lens incorporating perspectives on
power from sustainability transitions theory (Avelino & Rotmans, 2009) and food
systems research (Clapp, 2012), as well as perspectives on food movement strategies
from food democracy (Hassanein, 2003) and the politics of the possible (GibsonGraham, 2006). Finally, I draw on micropolitical analysis (Molden, Abrams, Davis, &
Moseley, 2017) to examine the case study.
124

Sustainability transitions theory considers systems change as the interaction between
three levels: the regime (the rules, practices and structures of the dominant system), the
landscape (the broad context of the regime, including societal values, the environment
and economic trends) and niche (new small systems that provide innovations and
alternatives to the regime, such as research and development laboratories and niche
markets) (Geels, 2011). Change occurs when the landscape level provides pressure on
the regime to change, while the niche grows in popularity, causing the regime to start
“breaking down” until the niche has replaced the regime (Avelino & Rotmans, 2009).
Central to this process is the role of power, as regime actors have it, and the niche level
does not (at least pre-transition), and the landscape typically supports the regime (at
least pre-transition) but can also support initiatives at the niche level (Avelino, Grin, Pel,
& Jhagrow, 2016). How then, might a niche level actor, such as an individual or
organization involved in the food movement, influence change in the food system? To
answer this question, it is useful to consider the ways in which the dominant actors in
the regime exercise power.
The strong and growing power of industry in the food system is well-documented in food
scholarship (Winson, 1994). Researchers have noted that in practice, transition
attempts have tended to focus on the needs and opportunities of elite actors (typically
industry) within the regime level (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011). Studies of processes of
policymaking in the Canadian food system have largely confirmed this focus on industry
as key actors in improving environmental sustainability of farms and food security (see,
for example, Abergel, 2012; Koc & Bas, 2012). Clapp (2012) provides clarity on forms of
industry power in the food system that supports understanding of how Pollinator
Partnership Canada has been able to gain power in a food system dominated by
industry players. Though Clapp (2012) notes that the large size of corporations due to
concentration and integration that allows them to dominate price setting is a key source
of power, “what matters most is their ability to shape the rules under which they
operate” (p. 249). Private standard setting is one such avenue: though many food safety
qualities have traditionally been the domain of federal regulation, corporations have
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increasingly developed their own voluntary standards that tend to label existing
practices rather than improve them, and do not allow for third party verification (Clapp,
2012). A second avenue is through influencing regulatory processes, either indirectly
through lobbying or directly through the revolving door, in which individuals from
industry and lobby groups are appointed to regulatory positions in government (Clapp,
2012). Finally, industry plays a key role in shaping public perceptions of popular issues
through participation in government hearings, press releases, advertisements and
issuing reports (Clapp, 2012).
The strength of industry power brings a key tension to food systems research: food
democracy scholars maintain that in this context, a pragmatic perspective on food
systems change is needed, as incremental change is more feasible than
“transformative” change (Hassanein, 2003) while others argue that clear critiques of the
industrial food system are required, and the food movement must engage more in
“oppositional” rather than “alternative” tactics (Allen et al., 2003), and support broad
systemic change through food sovereignty (Wittman, Desmarais, & Wiebe, 2011). So
far, the food movement has been much more successful in gaining support for
alternatives and growing the niche markets than achieving broad systemic change
(Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman, 2014). Further, others have argued that the growing
interest in niche markets demonstrates increasing value change and represents an
opportunity to capture the interest of consumers in local foods, and harness it for
broader value change and interest in social and environmental justice (Beckie,
Kennedy, & Wittman, 2012). Using the sustainability transitions framework, these
theorizations are closely linked to the interactions between the niche and landscape
levels that can ultimately break down and replace the regime.
The politics of the possible can provide further insight on this process of breaking down
the regime (Gibson-Graham, 2006). A number of food movement scholars (e.g. Andrée
et al., 2014; McInnes et al., 2017) have begun to use the politics of the possible to
understand the ways in which alternative food initiatives represent a meaningful, if
partial, departure from the dominant system: work that recognizes the structural limits
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imposed on alternatives, but also sees the spaces of possibility in the dominant system,
fills those cracks, and provides a vision for what a future food system could look like
(Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2007). Yet this remains a key tension in food movement
scholarship: what some interpret as the politics of the possible, others examine as the
ways in which the food movement is supporting the dominant food system through
neoliberalization of their activities (Guthman, 2008a). Though food movement
researchers have thus far used the politics of the possible as a counter-argument to the
neoliberalization perspective (Andrée et al., 2014), Gibson-Graham (2006) provide a
vision for organizations to achieve change by “filling the cracks” in the neoliberal food
system. They state that a key characteristic of organizations filling the cracks is a
“freedom to act” which supports the ability to do the work needed to reach their goals,
even if it seems partial or at risk of co-optation. Four key features include reflexive
practices to ensure the work is not co-opted by powerful institutions; acknowledgement
of the role of local transformations that, expanded across space, represent broader
change; recognition of the negotiability of power, which can be harnessed; and
expanding a vision of transformation as on-going rather than radical and instantaneous
(Gibson-Graham, 2006).
These analytical perspectives draw attention to key tensions around practical and
transformative action (Hassanein, 2003), and whether certain strategies represent
neoliberalization of the food movement (Guthman, 2008a) or working within, and
breaking open, the cracks of neoliberal systems (Andrée et al., 2014). Further, although
broad conceptualizations of change including alternative, oppositional, food democracy,
food sovereignty, and so on, provide conceptual clout in the scholarly literature,
research demonstrates that practitioners may be unclear on how to implement these
concepts in their everyday work (Fairbairn, 2012). These scholarly tensions and this gap
in utilizing these concepts in practice suggest a need to go beyond discussing broadscope strategies (alternative, oppositional, food democracy, food sovereignty, politics of
the possible, neoliberalization of the food movement) to examine the micropolitics of
organizations that are reaching their goals and supporting broad systems change.
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In micropolitical analysis, researchers focus on individual behaviour and relationships to
articulate which conditions and practices support meaningful outcomes within an
organization (Su, 2018). A micropolitical analysis considers both the structural
opportunities and restraints, and the agency of individuals, while focusing on particular
actions; “the everyday ‘nitty-gritty’ interactions that make up larger projects” (p. 62) and
that underlie how an organization’s vision for change may unfold (Molden et al., 2017).
In the findings that follow, I focus on the micropolitics of non-profit techniques for
impacting food systems change, paying particular to the internal structure and qualities
of P2C, as well as strategies for reaching their goals. That is, I seek to answer the
questions (1) what does this organization do? And (2) how does this support broad food
systems change?
5.3.5 Methods
The results presented in this paper are based on through semi-structured, in-depth
interviews with the three long-term P2C staff (Victoria Wojcik, Executive Director;
Kathleen Law, Canada Outreach Program Manager; Lora Morandin, Western Canada
Program Manager), semi-structured interviews with four of their partners, including
representation from government (one partner), industry (two partners) and non-profit
organizations (one partner), as well as document review (P2C website; P2C
publications; P2C’s 2016 Financial Statement; P2C Annual Board Reports from 20152017; BHRT website, meeting minutes and publications). Multiple interviews were
conducted with the Executive Director between August-November 2017 to develop the
researcher-participant relationship and ensure the case study’s salience to food
movement strategies (Creswell, 2007). Since micropolitical analysis focuses on the
internal dynamics and actions of an organization - the strategies that they use to reach
their goals – the findings presented here focus on the staff interviews (Hoyle, 1999).
Partner interviews and document review was used to corroborate the staff interviews,
supporting triangulation (Creswell, 2007). Interviews were transcribed and read through
for themes based on the analytical framework outlined in the previous section. Memberchecking was used following analysis for participants to judge the accuracy of quotes
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and credibility of the interpretation (Creswell, 2007). These validation strategies
(prolonged engagement, triangulation, and member-checking) support the accuracy of
the findings presented in the next section (Creswell, 2007).
5.3.6 Findings: Everyday Work that “Fills the Cracks” in the Neoliberal Food
System
The findings presented here outline key strategies used by P2C in their everyday work
that support their potential to transform the food system. Interviews and document
analysis highlighted four key strategies that were instrumental for the organization’s
successes, including single-issue expertise, diverse and collaborative partnerships,
opportunities-based action, and use of the dominant discourse. Single-issue expertise,
diverse and collaborative partnerships, and opportunities-based action were repeatedly
discussed and explained by the staff and partners throughout their interviews. A fourth
broad category, science-based discourse, was evident in the ways that each
interviewee discussed their projects and partnerships. These four, interrelated
strategies are ways to “fill the cracks” in the neoliberal food system and support a
transition to a sustainable food system. In the sections that follow, I describe each
strategy and outline how it demonstrates a politics of the possible through the key
features outlined in the analytical framework (freedom to act; reflexivity; role of local
transformations; negotiability of power; transformation as on-going) (Gibson-Graham,
2006).
5.3.6.1 Single-Issue Expertise
P2C focuses on protecting pollinator health, largely through pollinator habitat. In
contrast to previous research arguing that a full-systems focus is necessary for
transforming the food system (Levkoe, 2011), P2C staff and partners outlined P2C’s
single issue focus as a key success factor. Given the complexity of food systems
challenges, particularly with the disjointed nature of numerous public departments
working on food issues, staff at P2C have found greater success in focusing their
initiatives, as Wojcik outlines: “We always try to link our projects to as many partners as
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we can, and build networks, taking a perspective that everything is interconnected and
everyone can work on it, but again understanding that we’ve had a lot more success
when we’ve focused on compartmentalized issues that can then be solved really well
and then use that template to do another issues-based project”. This single issue focus
has allowed the staff to develop the knowledge and expertise necessary to work within
a complex system, for example by gaining in-depth understanding of the challenges and
solutions, but also to build a reputation appealing to industry and government partners
in particular, and develop relationships with key individuals at a policy level. All of the
interviewed partners stated that they work with P2C specifically because of their long
history of focussing on pollinators. In addition, their expertise allows them to quickly take
advantage of opportunities with short deadlines, for example by already having the
background information needed for grant applications. Though the complexity of the
political system was outlined as a key challenge for P2C staff, by focusing on a single
issue, they have fewer potential government departments to work with on policy issues
than a group with a full food systems focus; this is a key advantage in a food policy
context governed by a large number of diverse, varied and unconnected statutes and
agencies at the federal and provincial levels (MacRae, 2011).
The staff view transformation as on going rather than radical, by viewing small-scale
projects as templates for further work. This work demonstrates how local
transformations contribute to broader change, as Morandin states “we’re identifying
places that can potentially change things and create more conservation, so we’re
strategic about our projects and I think that’s what makes them valuable”. Though
working on local initiatives, they cooperate with their sister organization in the US, and
in some cases link with projects across borders, for example. Despite focusing on
pollinators, the staff maintain a broad systems perspective, as Law demonstrates: “my
specialization is pollinator conservation but I came from a bigger picture way of thinking
. . . using pollinators as sort of a foot in the door. It’s one way of looking at it and it’s an
interesting way, from an ecological perspective, because you can use pollinators as a
proxy for ecosystem health. So they can kind of serve as a canary in the coalmine. But
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they also play a very specific functional, ecological role, which is pollination”. In addition,
P2C staff work to integrate a broad systems focus through their partnerships, as
discussed in the next section.
5.3.6.2 Diverse and Collaborative Partnerships
P2C maintains diversity in their partnerships, maintaining relationships with government,
industry, non-profits, and conducting outreach with the general public. They maintain a
freedom to act, collaborating with and accepting funding from institutions with different
and conflicting goals in order to help redirect power-via-finances and move forward on
their goals (Gibson-Graham, 2006). Viewing the specific issue as requiring full systems
change, they also believe that everyone needs to take action: “anybody who has a
stake in pollinator conservation, we will try to bring together, because we feel that
solutions involve all stakeholders. So again: industry, government, research, non-profit
organizations, all should be involved” (Morandin). Though they work with partners with
similar goals on outreach activities and pooling resources, their partnerships are diverse
in that they will work with groups with very different goals to either change practices or
add a conservation component to existing programs.
The staff at P2C focus much of their day-to-day work on building relationships for
specific projects, but also maintaining relationships between projects “because we’re
talking about changing systems, it needs to be in the context of a long-term
conversation [and] a larger network of people coming together and learning to work
together . . . for the change to be sustainable” (Law). They work iteratively and
collaboratively for three purposes. First, it allows them to take advantage of
opportunities and slot their goals into existing programs by “engaging with a variety of
stakeholders on issues that are important to them and seeing how we can integrate
pollinator considerations into that” (Law), similar to strategies used by successful food
policy councils (MacRae & Donahue, 2013). Second, P2C staff stated that an iterative
process allows them to gain in-depth understanding of the system and how it can
feasibly be changed in the short term, taking a food democracy approach (Hassanein,
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2003). Third, P2C staff and partners felt that the collaborative model allowed everyone
to reach their goals and maintain a positive relationship, supporting on-going
transformation. As Wojcik notes, even in working with groups that have very different
interests: “we definitely do like to choose partners that have similar goals or are on
board with us, but I’ll say that we don’t shy away from partners that have differing views
if the ultimate goal is to get a behaviour change instituted . . . we’re very happy to
partner and work with agrochemical companies, but always retaining our message
about being leery of and not supportive of prophylactic use and really shifting towards
an integrated pest management model (when you’re making the choice if you do or do
not use a pesticide, based on monitoring, tolerance, and economic thresholds), and
we’re very happy to do that because you’re still slowly but surely shifting behaviours”.
One challenge of working closely with industry is the risk that projects will be co-opted.
For instance, Jaffee and Howard (2009) have demonstrated that corporate involvement
in Organics and Fair Trade certification programs allowed firms to maintain existing
production and retailing practices, and further capture market capital, while weakening
standards. The staff at P2C demonstrated reflexivity in maintaining their integrity despite
making compromises: “One big challenge is, if you have very different goals, you’re
going to end up with a compromise at some level. So on our end, that’s going to mean
that even though we want a certain outcome, it might not be likely to get the full scope
of that outcome, however if we’re willing to accept an incremental approach to change,
and a small win, that’s ok. That is the model we’ve taken so far. We have not yet
decided that it’s an all-or-nothing” (Wojcik). The staff also demonstrated awareness of
the negotiability of power through these partnerships: “our policy [is] to be the big tent
and to work with all stakeholders, which is somewhat unique in the non-profit world. So
that can have pros and cons but I think overall it’s been a real plus for our organization
and it’s really allowed us to be at those [policy] tables that often non-profits are not
invited to” (Morandin). That is, they have renegotiated a source of power within these
regulatory processes that is normally reserved for industry (Clapp, 2012). Though staff
and partner interviews indicated that these corporate partnerships have caused strained
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relationships with some non-profit organizations, they have actually supported others.
An interview with a staff member of an environmental non-profit known for its hard
stance against corporate practices listed P2C’s diverse partnerships as a strong benefit
of working with P2C, both because it allowed the non-profit access to government
funding that their mandate prohibits, and because P2C opened doors for this
environmental non-profit to sit at policy tables that they would not normally be invited to.
By seeking collaboration with a range of partners and supporting an activist group in this
way, P2C has supported further renegotiation power in the food system. P2C staff noted
that these partnerships also allow them to influence a wider audience with their
message: “in agriculture, there’s a lot of industry that does have a very influential role in
how they might be impacting the decisions that farmers make . . . they often are the
most trusted source for information, so we really do need them on board and working in
partnership with them” (Wojcik). By working with industry, P2C has carved out some
industry power in terms of influence in both agricultural policy and practice. P2C has
also renegotiated power on a financial level. For instance, one of their projects is funded
by the federal government but requires matching funds from the private sector, so the
staff aim to the leverage corporate funding to support projects with non-profit
organizations with limited funds.
5.3.6.3 Opportunities-Based Action
With a specific focus on pollinators, P2C may be better able to keep abreast of funding
opportunities and work quickly to take advantage of public pressure in this area, as
compared to organizations attempting to maintain awareness of a wide variety of foodsystems opportunities. In addition, having built a strong reputation for their expertise on
pollinators, P2C partners frequently mentioned that they regularly approach P2C with
opportunities to work on pollinator issues as they come up, and appreciate their ability
to quickly write up grant proposals. With a depth of knowledge at their fingertips, the
staff are able to act quickly as opportunities arise, while keeping their broad goals in
mind: “we work project-to-project so might have a long-term vision of where to go but
get there by working on a project basis so right now I’m working a lot on Monarch
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conservation because the species was recently listed [as threatened] and so [there
have been] lots of opportunities to work on general pollinator habitat through Monarchs”
(Law). A second sudden opportunity that came up in staff and industry partner
interviews was the release of a government report stating that neonicotinoid-treated
corn and soy seeds impact pollinator health (Health Canada, 2014), which led to P2C’s
invitation to join the BHRT. According to one member interviewed, P2C was chosen for
their expertise on pollinators and allowed the roundtable to expand their thinking from
managed honeybees to broader conservation issues. This is a striking success for a
non-profit, as previously roundtables focused primarily on commodity agriculture, and
were now opened up to discussions around environmental concerns and biodiversity.
P2C’s success on local projects created an opportunity for them to engage in this work
on a broader, policy level.
One challenge in terms of opportunities-based action is that much of the work is projectto-project, to maintain a politics of the possible, they must be reflexive and keep their
goals around broad systems change in mind while working on single projects. As Law
highlights “there are so many opportunities and so we have to identify which ones are
the most optimal, that will provide the greatest benefit at the most affordable cost. And
so, as an NGO, you’re going from project to project, and sometimes it’s difficult to keep
an eye on the bigger picture, because basically you don’t want to run out of money as
an organization, and stop existing, and so going from deadline to deadline, project
proposal to project proposal, and trying to make every dollar, and do as much as you
can with what are often relatively small amounts, it’s a big challenge in terms of keeping
an eye on the bigger picture”.
One means of addressing this challenge is to utilize a wide variety of strategies to
ensure they have the expertise needed for any project opportunity. P2C is flexible in the
type of work that they do, stating “we definitely do a lot of policy work in terms of doing
research to inform policy or working with policymakers to develop policy. We also work
at the market level, either with corporations or at a broader scope [including] a
certification program called Bee Friendly Farming [but] I think of ourselves more as a
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research group and kind of a solutions-broker, so kind of helping take the science and
turn it into practical solutions and bringing those solutions to interested stakeholders
and partners” (Law). They are not limited to policy action as the only means of
transforming the food system, and so they are able to reach a wider audience and
achieve more in practice change, an important component of systems change
(Goodman et al., 2014). A “politics of the possible” means working within the system as
it is now, and advancing food movement goals as much as possible within that system
(Gibson-Graham, 2006). At the same time, they recognize the importance of advocacy
work in opening “cracks” in the system in order to facilitate that change: “Basically,
there’s sort of a carrot and a stick situation, where environmental activists and rightly so,
in my opinion, will identify companies or practices that are detrimental to the
environment . . . and make a public case for these practices to be changed, and I think
that’s really important. In our case, we are the carrot to that stick. So you want to
change your practices? Here are some ways that you can do it” (Law). Yet this strategy
requires reflexivity, as Clapp (2012) identifies the ability to shape public perceptions and
influence public debate as a key source of industry power, one challenge for P2C is to
maintain their integrity and ensure that they influence the public debate in a positive
way, without allowing industry to co-opt and weaken sustainable practices. They
address this challenge by aligning their work firmly within pollinator science, which was
reflected in the language that the staff used throughout their interviews.
5.3.6.4 Dominant Discourse
Much of the language that P2C staff used throughout the interviews aligns with the
dominant discourse in the current (neoliberal) food system, providing a common
language with industry and government. International policy circles and industry
throughout the global North frequently focus on sustainable intensification and
increasing food security, primarily through increasing food production (Tomlinson,
2011). The discourse that accompanies these dominant strategies privileges the role of
science and emphasizes “science-based” or “evidence-based” approaches and “best
management practices” (Dibden, Gibbs, & Cocklin, 2011; Guthman, 2008b; Lang &
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Barling, 2012). Throughout the interviews, P2C used this language to describe their
work. For instance, referencing their alignment with pollinator science when referring to
the 2014 Health Canada report on neonicotinoids mentioned earlier, Wojcik stated that
“the more logical, feasible solution, and actually the one supported by the data is
looking at really restricting prophylactic use of pesticides, because a pesticide ban
would really alienate all farmers, but looking at changing the way in which products are
used and administered is better for bee health, keeps everyone engaged, is one step
along eventually swinging the pendulum towards a more sustainable, synthetic pesticide
free form of agriculture. And so that tends to be the approach we’ve preferred to take,
rather than getting people engaged through a sensational message that’s not
necessarily scientifically correct or even feasible”. The science-based discourse further
supports relationship building with diverse groups, but also views transformation as on
going.
At this time, pollinators as a group are not endangered (though some species are, and
the range of pollinators and their numbers as a whole are shrinking) meaning that the
conservation science utilized by P2C contains discourse such as “preserve” and
“sustain and improve the status quo” which may be more palatable to those with power who have a stake in maintaining the conventional food system - than discourse around
“broad systems change” or “dismantling corporate power” used by some groups that
claim a food sovereignty perspective (Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Utilizing the
dominant discourse is possible because of the nature of the issue that P2C focuses on,
emphasizing small changes that directly address a significant issue (pollinator decline)
in the current food system. Indeed, previous research has shown that outlining possible
losses in international markets was a key strategic focus for an anti-genetically modified
organism coalition that successfully prevented the introduction of roundup ready wheat
on Canadian farms (Eaton, 2013). Food movement groups focused on other significant
issues, such as food security or farmer and farmworker livelihoods, may consider ways
in which their concerns can be framed in such a way that gets powerful food system
actors on board with their goals.
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5.3.7 Discussion: Local Transformations and the Global Environmental Politics
of Food
If taken up by widespread, diverse organizations and across scale, the strategies
presented here may ultimately supporting a transition to a sustainable food system at a
broader scale. Though P2C’s work focuses on small wins, using the politics of the
possible framework to understand the findings presented above implies that as
alternative initiatives crack open spaces of possibility in the conventional food system,
there will be more opportunities for transforming the system. While P2C’s work adjust
practices without radically altering the food system, working on these small wins opened
the door for this organization to participate in policy initiatives, ultimately supporting
further change.
A key component of the politics of the possible is recognizing the value of
transformations at the local level in promoting large scale transformation (GibsonGraham, 2006). In the discussion that follows, I outline how the strategies that came out
of the micropolitical analysis can address challenges in the global environmental politics
of food, if taken up by widespread, diverse organizations. Scholarship on the global
environmental politics of food centres around four key challenges of the food system
that make advancement of a sustainable food system difficult: the weak and fragmented
governance arrangement; asymmetrical power dynamics within the food system; its
complex and distanced nature; and multiple, conflicting scientific approaches to
improving environmental sustainability (Clapp & Scott, 2018). Here, I extend the
micropolitical analysis presented earlier to outline the ways in which diverse food
movement initiatives may be able to transform the food system despite, or rather
because of, their neoliberal leanings in the context of these broad system challenges
(Mount & Andrée, 2013). That is, the ways in which these strategies may support
systemic change if utilized by the food movement as a whole.
First, the weak and fragmented landscape of food systems governance presents a key
challenge to transforming the food system (Clapp & Scott, 2018). Currently, governance
arenas tend to focus on single issues at single scales rather than addressing the broad
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food system (Clapp & Scott, 2018). Though some food scholars argue that for this
reason a “full systems approach” is most transformative (Levkoe, 2011), and that
governments should integrate a “joined-up food policy” to integrate the many agencies
pertinent to food policy (MacRae, 2011), food movement initiatives may be more
successful by adopting strategies that match the realities of the current context. By
focusing on a single issue, P2C was able to build their expertise on that issue, and
through that expertise gain a reputation that appeals to diverse partners. Further,
without being pulled in multiple directions, they are able to focus their attention on one
key issue and take advantage of opportunities as they come up. As such, this case
study demonstrates that the full systems focus needed for food systems transformation
(Levkoe, 2011; MacRae, 2011) may be best achieved through a diversity of
organizations all working on single issues.
Their strategies that ultimately appeal to diverse partners, including corporations, helps
P2C address a second key challenge, the asymmetrical power dynamics within the food
system. Large transnational corporations maintain most of the power in the food
system, leaving producers and consumers powerless but deeply affected by decisions
made by TNCs (Clapp & Scott, 2018). In addition, food movement organizations are
frequently left out of policy debates completely, or given token representation without
meaningful participation (Koc & Bas, 2012). By advancing partnerships with diverse
groups, and particularly industry groups, P2C has carved out some power in a key
policy arena in Canada, a value chain roundtable. Though P2C’s ultimate goal is
conservation-based, the role of pollinators in commodity production (honey and some
agricultural products) may have supported their ability to overcome existing power
inequities (Starobin, 2018). Partnering with industry brings a risk of co-optation (Jaffee &
Howard, 2009), and future research should investigate how food movement
organizations may engage industry to carve out power in the food system rather than
weakening alternative systems.
The third challenge is the complex and distanced nature of the food system because
with product exchange happening across multiple agents and across the globe, it is
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“difficult to situate responsibility for environmental damage in the food system or to
mount campaigns of resistance” (Clapp & Scott, 2018, p. 3). At the same time, this also
allows numerous ways to frame problems and multiple entry points to address them,
resulting in plethora of alternative food initiatives at the farm level (e.g. agricultural
initiatives), along the supply chain (e.g. certification schemes), and in addressing
consumer habits (e.g. consumer education programs) (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014).
With opportunities-based action, P2C has used all of these entry points to reach their
goals. Though some debate the utility of different strategies (Allen et al., 2003), P2C
does not feel constrained by “political” verses “market” action, and instead works on any
type of initiative that will advance pollinator health. That is, they maintain a “freedom to
act” (Gibson-Graham, 2006). P2C’s focus on a single issue also allows them to narrow
their focus in a complex food system while building a suite of diverse tools for moving
towards a sustainable food system. This again suggests that a wide variety of
organizations, each with in-depth knowledge of specific issues, may support the food
movement in building a suite of diverse tools that covers the wide diversity of food
systems issues, able to act on opportunities as they arrive in any agency across the
globe. Though opportunities-based action has been critiqued in the literature, for
example with Guthman (2008b) noting that breaking down systems requires more proactive work, by being open to opportunities, P2C was able to respond quickly when
Health Canada released a damning report on the impact of neonicotinoid seeds on
pollinator health, which was ultimately a gateway to joining the value chain round table.
With a diversity of organizations across the globe maintaining a ‘freedom to act’, there
may be more opportunities for systemic change as opportunities arise.
The final challenge outlined by Clapp and Scott (2018) is that proponents of food
systems change advocate diverse and conflicting approaches to environmental
sustainability, including sustainable intensification (Godfray et al., 2010) and
agroecology (Rosset & Altieri, 1997). Sustainable intensification refers to improving
technology in order to increase food production while decreasing environmental impacts
(Godfray et al., 2010), while agroecology refers to small scale agriculture that uses
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biodiversity, rather than pesticides and fertilizers, to address environmental concerns
(Rosset & Altieri, 1997). Though both aim to advance environmental sustainability,
advocates of agroecology argue that proposing costly technologies is more of the same
Green Revolution strategies that led to the current social and environmental challenges
in the food system today (Holt-Giménez & Altieri, 2013). With science-based strategies
and language, P2C utilizes the dominant discourse of powerful food system actors,
breeding comfort for industry and government partners and ultimately carving out power
to advance agroecological practices such as integrated pest management. Terms like
evidence-based and science-based policy have been critiqued as privileging the role of
science at the expense of marginalized groups who may not have access to this
science (Dibden, Gibbs & Cocklin, 2011). This is an important consideration that
warrants further research, but the use of strategic language that appeals to powerful
food system actors may be an important strategy for other food movement groups
seeking to advance their goals within these circles.
5.3.8 Conclusion
The micropolitical analysis presented here suggests four strategies that practitioners
might use in their work each day to advance a sustainable food system. Single-issue
expertise, diverse and collaborative partnerships, opportunities-based action, and use of
the dominant discourse are local solutions to challenges in the global environmental
politics of food. They are not the only practical strategies for advancing a sustainable
food system; rather they represent a politics of the possible: a means of working
towards building a sustainable food system within the neoliberal context.
In many ways, some of P2C’s projects reflect neoliberal rationalities, particularly
consumer choice (through their labeling scheme) and localism (through local
transformations, for example at the farm level) (Guthman, 2008a). Working closely and
collaboratively with industry partners, using science-based and opportunities-based
action have been critiqued in the literature as failures to look beyond the current food
system (Guthman, 2008b). Yet in examining the organization’s effects as a whole, it
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may be precisely these strategies that have enabled P2C a voice at a federal policy
roundtable. While not using this platform to initiate radical political reforms (Navin &
Dieterle, 2017), they are utilizing a food democracy approach that has so far garnered a
large number of small wins (Hassanein, 2003). Certainly, P2C’s work falls within the
current system. This is necessary not only to receive funding and continue their work,
but also to understand the system and determine leverage points for change: where are
the cracks, and how can they be filled?
Utilizing micropolitical analysis allows the scholarly conversation to move beyond broad
conceptualizations of change to consider the ways in which practitioners might adjust
their strategies today to further their goals. That is, specific, clear examples of everyday,
nitty-gritty strategies that make sense to practitioners, currently lacking in the literature.
Following Gibson-Graham (2006), I aim to bring the examination of this case study “out
of the realm of abstract theorizing and into everyday practices of living together and
building alternative futures” (p. x), furthering the utility of the politics of the possible in
food studies, where it has thus far been used primarily as a lens by which to interpret
alternative food initiatives. Though a single case study, this research demonstrates the
utility of micropolitical analysis in the food movement literature. Further research should
expand on these findings by conducting micropolitical analysis on diverse food
movement initiatives, thus expanding the catalogue of strategies for food movement
groups to engage in and adjust for their needs and contexts as they animate a politics of
the possible.
Though I emphasize the everyday utility of this research, the findings presented here
also contribute to broader discussions around the global environmental politics of food,
arguing that the strategies employed by P2C may provide local actions that, expanded
across diverse organizations, can support broad systemic change. By bringing attention
to how everyday actions on a local level address challenges in the global environmental
politics of food, I demonstrate a politics of the possible, and the ways in which local
initiatives promote global transformation.
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6 Conclusion
6.1 Summary of Research Findings and Conclusions
This dissertation examines how the neoliberal context influences organizations working
under the food movement banner and what strategies these organizations use – and
which may be most effective – to enhance their transformative potential in this context.
It demonstrates that given the neoliberal context, neoliberal leanings and ‘alternative’
strategies may be necessary precursors to systemic change by (1) demonstrating what
a new food system might look like, (2) garnering widespread support for this system,
and (3) appealing to those currently governing sustainability transitions, including
policymakers and industry actors.
As a collection, the four key papers that make up this dissertation demonstrate that
pragmatic alternatives to the conventional food system may be a necessary precursor to
broad systemic change. Critiquing scholars who argue that ‘oppositional’ activities may
be necessary for transformative change, as suggested in much of the literature (e.g.
Guthman, 2008), I support a growing body of scholarship that suggests otherwise (e.g.
Andrée, Ballamingie, & Sinclair-Waters, 2014). I build on this body of work by showing
that in the current context, alternative initiatives may be a necessary precursor to policy
change – and the systemic change that presumably follows – by demonstrating what
the new system may look like in practice, as well as garnering widespread support for
this new system. Indeed, oppositional activities may be more alienating and may
actually reduce opportunities for change compared to ‘alternative’ initiatives in Canada.
This point is highlighted throughout the dissertation, in particular in section 5.3.6 of
chapter 5. In addition, and as illustrated in the discussion of chapter 3, existing formal
avenues for policy change effectively prohibit food movement involvement. Meanwhile,
alternative initiatives are widespread and instigating broad value change amongst
Canadians (see section 4.3.6.2 in chapter 4). From this, using the multilevel
perspective, we may take away the conclusion that such value changes likely support
broader systemic change (see section 3.3 in chapter 3), and when policy makers are
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ready to instigate changes towards sustainability, they may be more likely to engage
those organizations with expertise in viable alternatives as opposed to more
oppositional organizations (see section 5.3.6.2 in the findings in chapter 5). Further, we
may take from the papers that make up the dissertation the notion that those who have
worked collaboratively and successfully with policy makers and their current partners
(made up primarily of industry) may have more success affecting policy when
opportunities arise. The remainder of this concluding chapter highlights more
specifically the key messages from each empirical chapter as they relate to the
dissertation as a whole. This is followed by recommendations for future research and a
summary of the overall contribution to knowledge.
6.1.1 Neoliberalism Influences Strategies by Creating Barriers and Opportunities
Neoliberalism influences food movement strategies by creating barriers to food
movement organization engagement in policy processes, but also by creating
opportunities through ‘cracks’ or spaces of possibility. In the GF2 case study outlined in
Chapter 3, I utilized the multi-level perspective to demonstrate that the food crisis, the
dominant landscape pressure affecting the food system today, is currently stabilizing the
conventional food system (the regime). Regime actors use this landscape pressure to
justify their recommendations (reduce barriers to science and technology and support
Canada’s competitiveness in the global market) in support of the regime. The key
insight that I draw from this work is that the GF2 public consultation process is a tool of
the regime and thus is an unlikely avenue for challenging the regime. Specifically, the
preliminary topic selection and choice of expert witnesses favored recommendations to
support the regime and provided barriers for the food movement to engage in policy
change through this avenue. Further, this case study demonstrates that pressures at
the niche level – the alternatives provided by the food movement – are vital for
increasing pressure on the regime by vocalizing discontent, cracks in the system that
provide spaces of opportunity. In this chapter, I conclude with recommendations that the
food movement work at the niche and landscape levels to increase pressure on the

149

regime. This means continuing to provide a viable alternative to the conventional food
system while supporting broad value change in support of this alternative food system.
6.1.2 The Canadian Food Movement is Working Within and Opposed to the
Conventional Food System
The Canadian food movement has responded to the neoliberal context by operating
within the cracks created by discontent with neoliberal policy, filling these cracks with
alternative initiatives and transformative visions of change, alongside political initiatives.
These initiatives demonstrate what a new food system might look like while garnering
widespread support for this system. In examining food movement organizations in four
provinces across Canada in Chapter 4, I found convergence around alternative
initiatives but also around transformative visions of change and political engagement at
the municipal level. Given the barriers to food movement participation in Canadian
federal food policymaking outlined in Chapter 3, it is perhaps not surprising that, despite
the desire for policy change, most organizations are not working at the federal level.
The diversity of strategies employed by the organizations surveyed indicates that the
Canadian food movement is working both within and opposed to the conventional food
system. In addition to pragmatic solutions at the niche level, alternative initiatives are
also cracking open spaces of possibility, providing opportunities for Canadians to create
communities based around food, enter food-based activism, and demonstrate their
discontent with the conventional food system. Though food movement organizations
demonstrated support for transformative policy change, they are more actively involved
in policy initiatives less alienating and seemingly inaccessible to governments than
more radical policy changes such as land redistribution.
6.1.3 Alternative Strategies Facilitate Transformative Change through Small
Wins
One food movement organization has responded to neoliberal barriers and spaces of
opportunity by focusing on small wins that engage powerful stakeholders, including
industry and government, to carve out space in governing sustainability transition in one
small area (pollinator health). P2C is working within, and expanding, the cracks of the
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conventional food system, and is working on food-based policy change at the federal
level, as outlined in Chapter 5. Their on-the-ground initiatives, including planting guides
and outreach activities, are adjusting conventional practices towards sustainability
without radically altering the food system. Yet it is precisely these initiatives that
supported their ability to build relationships with policy makers, opening up possibilities
to support broad systemic change. Further, the organization studied in chapter 5 has
facilitated opportunities for more oppositional organizations to engage with policy
makers. This chapter demonstrates that it is precisely the ‘alternativeness’ of their
strategies, and the ways in which these alternatives offer minor adjustments rather than
drastic changes, that has opened the door for more transformative systemic change in
the future. In this chapter, I argue that given the context of the conventional food
system, by prioritizing a large number of small wins, they have had a greater impact
than seeking immediate broad systemic change. Their strategies support funding
acquisition, necessary to sustain initiatives, but also support a better understanding of
the conventional food system to gain a clear view of where in the system is ready for
change, and what sort of change is feasible in the short term.

6.2 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should utilize more quantitative methods and microanalysis, both of
which provided key insights into food movement strategies in this dissertation. Food
movement researchers should continue and develop the research initiated in this
dissertation on practical guides for community groups and organizations, and should
aim to generate and synthesize information that will support and enhance the food
movement. This entails further lessons learned on best practices, and less attention to
the shortcomings of the food movement without clear and practical information on
suitable replacement strategies. This will be best achieved through community-based
research that is driven by food movement organizations and prioritizes their research
needs. Such research should be entail coproduction of knowledge with food movement
groups and organizations to ensure that knowledge produced is both timely and
relevant to these organizations, thus supporting their transformative potential.
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In addition to providing practical support for on-the-ground initiatives, further research
should more carefully consider what an ‘oppositional’ initiative might look like in Canada
given the political stagnation in formal policy channels outlined in Chapter 3 and
following the criticisms of the ‘consumer choice’ and ‘neoliberalisation’ of the food
movement outlined in Chapter 4. What sorts of initiatives are adequately oppositional?
Further, if immediate and radical structural change is required, what will these new
structures entail, and how quickly should such a transformation of the food system
occur while ensuring adequate food production and affordability? Taking this further, if
food is de-commodified, how will those who produce and distribute our food be
rewarded? Future research should consider more carefully what a new food system
would look like in this case. Alternatively, future research should investigate possible
entries into policy change beyond protests, where scholarship on ‘oppositional’
initiatives focuses (Fairbairn, 2012), and at which point policies are in place until the
next policy development process. Other possible entry points include the policy
consultation process, and even prior to consultation when organizations may build
relationships with policy-makers. Though this research provides some insight into
barriers to policy consultation processes (in Chapter 3) and opportunities in the predevelopment phase (in Chapter 5), there is much work to be done.
A related focus for future research that arose in pursuit of this dissertation includes
clarity on who is the food movement. Given that many organizations did not see
themselves as part of a food movement, how can a broad food movement be defined?
What organization structures and goals, if any, are preconditions for inclusion in a
broadly defined food movement? Specifically, given the results from the P2C case study
and the successes achieved by the organization by partnering with industry, what role is
there for agribusiness in the food movement? How can partnerships with industry
evolve to further specific food movement goals without compromising overall values?
Special attention should be paid to the arguments that agribusiness cannot be involved
in the food movement.
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Finally, this research examines the transformative potential of the food movement in
terms of its strategies. A gap remains in whether food movement alternatives
adequately address issues of racism, classism and sexism in the dominant food
movement (Allen, 2014). Related, the research provides further understanding of the
food movement in four Canadian provinces, but further research on the food movement
dynamics within each province, particularly in terms racism, classism and sexism would
add to the discussion on the food movement’s transformative potential. In addition,
future research should investigate more fully the uneven distribution of initiatives and
diversity of goals and strategies within each province to better understand the barriers
and possibilities for convergence. Finally, investigation into other parts of Canada, and
particularly Canada’s North, would provide valuable contributions to the literature.

6.3 Overall Contribution to Knowledge
What began as an interesting case study due to the potential for Canada’s food
movement to impact policy and governance of the Canadian food system (see
introduction), this dissertation has evolved into a growing understanding of the theory of
food systems change and how it interplays with food movement practice. This evolving
perspective has occurred in tandem with the burgeoning scholarship on the Canadian
food movement over the past five years. During the course of this research, Canadian
food movement scholarship more broadly has emerged as a unique body of literature
on the intersection of social movements, systems thinking and governance (Mount,
2019). When I began this research, much of the literature was focused on the
alternative/oppositional debate, and defining food movement actors as citizens or
consumers (e.g. Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Goodman, Dupuis & Goodman, 2014;
Levkoe, 2011). While this debate is still prominent, today food movement scholars are
increasingly examining the need to work on systemic change on the ground (Andrée et
al., 2019). Canadian case studies are prominent (but not exclusive) in this work (e.g.
Blay-Palmer, Sonnino & Custot, 2015; Connelly & Beckie, 2016). This body of
scholarship (including this dissertation) moves beyond contextual case studies to inform
theory on how the food movement is demonstrating the potential for a different, more
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sustainable food system by providing alternatives. That is, scholars are moving beyond
considering policy change as the primary means of systemic change and are
recognizing that practical initiatives and diverse partnerships, including industry, may be
key strategies for systemic change in Canada and elsewhere (Andrée et al., 2019).
Though the particulars of the Canadian food system (e.g. the history of state and civil
society interactions) provide a unique context for food movement organizations here,
the productionist and neoliberal ideology favoured by the Canadian government is the
same context in much of the Global North. As such, the lessons learned in this
dissertation may be valuable for food movement organizations outside of Canada as
well.
As noted above, this dissertation contributes to the growing body of Canadian food
movement scholarship that centers on the intersection of social movements, systems
thinking, and governance (Mount, 2019). I first examine food movement engagement in
the GF2 policy consultation process, though upon finding a lack of food movement
engagement, this analysis turned into an explanation of the barriers to meaningful
consultation that limit food movement involvement in food systems governance at the
federal level. Integrating sustainability transitions research by utilizing the multilevel
perspective, a key analytic framework in this body of scholarship, this research explains
the failure of the federal government to adequately engage the food movement in formal
consultation processes frequently noted in the literature (e.g. Abergel, 2012). This
failure is due to landscape-regime interactions as regime actors (government and
industry) support the regime by utilizing the same landscape pressures (e.g. the food
crisis) that food movement (niche) actors hope will weaken the regime and support their
niche-level initiatives. These findings also have implications for a key debate in food
movement scholarship regarding whether ‘oppositional’ or ‘alternative’ initiatives are
most likely to transform the food system. Though some suggest that oppositional
initiatives such as political advocacy have the greater potential for system-wide change
(Guthman, 2008), so far the food movement has had little impact on federal policy (as
seen as well in Chapter 3). In contrast, alternative initiatives such as farmers’ markets or
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labeling schemes are widespread, but some argue they risk reinforcing the conventional
food system rather than transforming it (Allen et al., 2003). Utilizing the multilevel
perspective demonstrates that though the food movement’s successes at the niche
level have not yet impacted policy change, expanding their impact at the niche level
may pave the way for future regime change.
Considering widespread agreement that the Canadian food movement has not
effectively impacted food policy at the federal level over the past 20 years (Kneen,
2011), I then examine the strategies that food movement organizations are using to
support a transition to a sustainable food system. I expand my contribution to the
alternative/oppositional debate in food movement scholarship. Recently, scholars have
begun to agree that the food movement requires convergence between alternative and
oppositional initiatives, either in terms of partnerships or through shared goals (e.g.
Allen, 2014; Constance et al., 2014). This opens up a second debate in food movement
scholarship regarding whether convergence around alternatives represents a
‘neoliberalisation’ of the food movement (e.g. Guthman, 2008) or a ‘politics of the
possible’ (Harris, 2009). The neoliberalisation thesis posits that the localism, consumer
choice, entrepreneurialism, and self-help characteristics of many alternative food
initiatives, such as farmers’ markets, CSAs, local businesses, and community gardens,
support and reproduce neoliberal rationalities by conceding withdrawal of state
responsibilities for social and environmental regulations and placing responsibility for
food systems change on individuals (Guthman, 2008). Yet those ‘reading for difference’
through a politics of the possible framework (Harris, 2009) point out the ways in which
these alternatives represent a meaningful departure from the conventional food system,
providing evidence for what a sustainable food system could look like while at the same
time advocating for systems change (Andrée et al., 2014). I demonstrate that, given the
lack of impact on federal policy, food movement organizations are turning to other
spaces of possibility: breaking open cracks in the conventional food system. By
interpreting the survey results through both lenses (neoliberalisation and politics of the
possible), I find evidence of a complex picture of neoliberal tendencies but also
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convergence around successful initiatives that are expanding their impact and engaging
Canadians, supplemented by political activities. Though not their main goals,
organizations are engaging in partnerships with governments as well as advocacy,
particularly at more accessible municipal governments.
This work sets the stage for further investigation of the politics of the possible through
examination of an organization working on policy change at the federal level alongside
initiatives that could be interpreted as neoliberal (e.g. labeling schemes, industry
partnerships, educational materials aimed at individual action). I argue here that it is
precisely their neoliberal tendencies that opened up spaces of possibility. Building on
the politics of the possible framework, I outline what, precisely, it means to work ‘within
the cracks’ of the neoliberal food system. I explain how doing so has allowed this
organization to expand these cracks, affect federal policy, and ultimately support a
broader transition towards a sustainable food system. This chapter supports earlier
findings that further expansion of niche initiatives through partnerships with industry
(regime-level actors) may be better suited to affecting policy change (regime change)
than the oppositional tactics (e.g. civil disobedience) that some researchers call for.
To bring this dissertation back to where it began, as a whole this dissertation examined
the disconnect between bodies of literature on (1) the food movement’s impact on food
policy and (2) the transformative potential of the food movement. While the former body
of research is dominated by examples of the food movement’s inability to affect policy
change (Abergel, 2012; Koc & Bas, 2012), many in the latter argue that the
transformative potential of the food movement depends upon its ability to support policy
change though oppositional action (Guthman, 2008; Wittman, 2009). In this dissertation,
I suggested that this disconnect stems from the challenge of working to change a
system from within the bounds of that system. Through closer analysis of each side of
this debate, I provided further insight on this challenge for the Canadian food
movement. This included (1) investigation into the particular barriers to meaningful
engagement in policy processes, and (2) examination of the strategies that
organizations are using to support a sustainable food system transition in spite of these
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barriers. I then provided in-depth analysis of one organization that is affecting policy
change, and argue that they are able to do so due to their on-the-ground programs and
‘alternative’ and even ‘neoliberal’ tendencies.
In each paper, and as a whole, this dissertation furthers the theory and practice of food
movement strategies as a tool of both scholarly enquiry but also as a way of affecting
food systems change. Through the research presented here, I ultimately seek to
support the food movement and enhance its transformative potential by highlighting the
reality of working within the conventional food system to influence systemic change
through feasible and strategic, yet transformative, action.
Finally, this research has implications for the dual challenge of food insecurity and
environmental degradation of agriculture, and the consequent arguments that corporate
interests currently broadly govern the food system. I begin with the premises that (1)
existing policy channels are unlikely to affect change; (2) the Canadian food movement
is working within and opposed to the conventional food system to affect change; and (3)
alternative strategies facilitate transformative change through small wins. Following
these key messages, and given the enormity of the dual challenge, food movement
groups must consider how to engage with powerful stakeholders without being coopted.
Addressing the reality of the conventional food system in this way may provide an
opportunity for the food movement to play a more active role in governing sustainability
transitions in the food system.
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APPENDIX II: LIMITATIONS AND REFLECTION ON METHODS
A key strength of this research is the diversity of its methods, providing different
perspectives on food movement strategies in the neoliberal era. Through policy
analysis, quantitative methods and a qualitative case study, this work has furthered
understanding of key concepts in the literature.
Analyzing the GF2 parliamentary consultation transcripts is unique in Canadian food
policy literature (e.g. Abergel, 2012; Andrée, 2011; Eaton, 2013; Koc & Bas, 2012). This
method provided a new perspective on this stage in the policy development process,
and resulted in added clarity into the particular mechanisms (topic and witness
selection) used within the consultation process to sustain the status quo. In addition, the
analytical framework used in this paper explains consistent findings in the literature.
Previous research has consistently demonstrated the government’s failures to
adequately engage CSOs seeking broad change in consultation processes (e.g.
Abergel, 2012; Koc & Bas, 2012). Using the MLP as an analytical framework furthered
understanding of why this pattern remains consistent. Specifically, the research
demonstrated that the food crisis, the dominant landscape pressure on the Canadian
food system, currently supports the status quo, rather than challenges it as assumed by
many sustainable food system advocates and researchers. This research was limited to
publicly available transcripts, and as such the analysis was limited to the decisions
made in Parliament. Although the research provided insight on which witnesses were
invited to speak and demonstrates the bias toward industry, it is less clear how
witnesses were approved. Specifically, it us unclear whether CSOs seeking broad
systemic change were eliminated as potential witnesses or never considered at all,
since the elimination process occurred outside of Parliament.
Cluster analysis and descriptive statistics conducted on a large sample size from four
provinces across Canada provided empirical evidence for convergence around
organizational discourse, engaged activities, visions of sustainable food systems, and
the actions and policies needed to achieve these visions. Until recently, food movement
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scholarship has relied heavily on individual case studies (Marsden and Franklin 2013)
and this quantitative analysis is an important contribution to the literature. Though the
findings were surprising – based on the literature and the organizations surveyed, I had
anticipated at least two broad groups of organizations typifying ‘alternative’ and
‘oppositional’ organizations – a conceptual turn to the convergence literature explained
the unanticipated results. One key limitation of quantitative methods is that broad trends
may overshadow the unique. This limitation was particularly pertinent in this research,
since a number of highly oppositional organizations participated in the survey. This is
important because a broad trend based on the number of organizations characterizing
themselves in a particular way does not suggest that a small number of different, but
influential, organizations have no impact.
Indeed, it is for this reason that the single case study method was utilized in the next
chapter. There are some critiques of single, small case studies as highly specific. Yet
the specificity of this case made the investigation particularly interesting to me.
Specifically, the organization has had substantial successes in supporting a transition to
a sustainable food system through policy work, a common unmet goal for organizations
working in the food movement. Although a comparative case study may have added
further insight into the organization’s success factors, and where other organizations
with similar (unmet) goals were failing, I felt that I could not adequately conduct such a
study without comparing and contrasting strategies done “well” and “poorly” within the
second case study. Though such a study may be valuable for research, following
Gibson-Graham (2006), I hoped to conduct research to inspire rather than restrain, and
support rather than criticize, food movement practitioners. This case study again
supports the utility of sustainability transitions research and the politics of the possible
as analytical frameworks in food movement studies, but also highlights the potential for
micropolitical analysis to support food movement studies in furthering debates around
transformative action and neoliberalization of the food movement by investigating what
these scholarly concepts might look like in an organization’s everyday work.
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One gap in this dissertation is the lack of community-based research. Though I built
relationships with the organizations I studied, I maintained an analytical distance. This
distance provided important insights into food movement strategies. For instance, the
survey in Chapter 4 provided a broad overview of food movement strategies in four
provinces, and the arms-length approach to the P2C case study in Chapter 5 provided
insight on which approaches were most valued by project partners. In both chapters, the
scholarly analyses outlined strategies that may be useful for the food movement as a
whole. Yet conversations with the study participants in the P2C project highlighted some
ways in which scholarship could better enhance on-the-ground projects specific to this
organization, currently a gap in this discipline. For instance, P2C later suggested a
willingness-to-pay analysis for pollinator conservation as it relates to food. Such a
project would enhance P2C’s understanding of which projects to pursue, but would also
provide a window into consumer perspectives on potential initiatives, an aspect of the
food movement thus far underrepresented in the literature. That is, current research
focuses largely on food movement groups and organizations, and the overall impact of
consumer participation in alternatives. This example highlights the ways in which closer
collaborations between practitioners and academics can further both the practice and
scholarship of sustainable food system transitions.
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APPENDIX III: AN OVERVIEW OF THE CANADIAN FOOD SYSTEM:
FOOD AND NUTRITION SECURITY IN CANADA
This paper is part of a global food security series put together by the International
Association of the Academies of Science. The series aims to inform policy makers of
critical issues and potential solutions throughout the Americas. I was asked to contribute
to the Canada chapter based on my knowledge of the GF2 policy context in Canada. I
have included it here as my dissertation refers to the policy context in Canada, but this
chapter provides a broader overview of all aspects of the Canadian food system. It
includes trends, challenges and opportunities relative to characteristics, institutions,
environment and resources, technology, efficiency, health and policy in the Canadian
food system.
Publication Details:
Klironomos, J., Brar, S.K., Fraser, E., Hegde, K., Kazemian, N., McInnes, A., McNeil,
J., Naghdi, M., Pachapur, V., & Taheran, M. (2018). IANAS Report: Food and
Nutrition Security for the Americas (FNS-Americas) Chapter: Canada
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APPENDIX IV: GOVERNING SUSTAINABILITY TRANSITIONS IN THE
CANADIAN FOOD SYSTEM: THE CASE FOR A NATIONAL FOOD
POLICY COUNCIL
This white paper was submitted to the Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agrifood
Canada as part of their consultation on a National Food Policy for Canada. The white
paper advocates for a National Food Policy Council to provide an integrated approach
to food systems governance in Canada. I was asked to contribute to the Canada
chapter based on my knowledge of the GF2 policy context in Canada. I have included it
here to provide insight on the political advocacy happening on the ground in Canada, as
well as inform the reader on opportunities and ‘paths forward’ for Canadian food policy
that supports social and environmental justice.
Publication Details:
The ad hoc Working Group on Food Policy Governance. (October 2017). The Case for
a National Food Policy Council. Submitted to the Standing Committee on
Agriculture and Agrifood Canada, Ottawa, Canada.
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APPENDIX V: SURVEY
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APPENDIX VI: INTERVIEW GUIDES

P2C Staff Interviews
Personal motivations and thoughts
1) Can you tell me about your position at P2C?
2) How did you become involved in P2C?
3) Do you consider your organization to be a part of a broader food movement?
4) In your personal view, what are the main challenges that can be addressed
through your work?
5) In your personal view, how would these challenges be best addressed?
Organization goals and projects
6) Broadly speaking, what are the main goals of your organization?
7) Can you tell me about the projects that your organization is working on?
8) Do you have any project partners?
9) What have been the effects/successes of your work?
10) What have been the main challenges in achieving your goals?
Operations
11) What is your annual budget?
12) What are your main funding sources?
13) How many staff work for P2C?
14) Do you have any volunteers?
15) Do you have an annual report that I could review?
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P2C Partner Interviews
1) Tell me about your work
a. Can you tell me about your position at INSERT ORGANIZATION?
b. Broadly speaking, what are the main goals of your organization?
2) Can you tell me about your partnership with P2C?
a. How did you become involved with P2C?
b. Who approached whom?
c. How long have you worked together?
d. How do you operate together/how do you split project tasks?
e. What are the biggest challenges in working together?
f. What are the biggest successes in working together?
3) Can you tell me about the projects that you are working on with P2C?
a. What are the project goals?
b. Would you say you and P2C have similar goals within the project?
c. What have been the effects/successes of your work?
d. Do you think that your partnership was important in achieving these
successes?
e. What have been the main challenges in achieving your goals?
4) Do you plan to continue collaborating with P2C when this project is completed?
5) Would you recommend other organizations to partner with P2C?
6) Do you have any final comments or questions?

237

