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I. Introduction

The concept of “people systems in support of food systems” is one I conceived upon 
reflecting on my experiences within Hamilton, Ontario’s permutation of the 
contemporary food movement. Although the words we spoke were normative 
aspirations for the food system: ‘just’, ‘sustainable’, ‘resilient’, ‘equitable’, ‘accessible’, 
‘culturally-appropriate’, ‘affordable’, ‘healthy’, ‘organic’, ‘local’, ‘community-based’—
underneath this language we were really talking about systems of people and how they 
choose to care for the city, one another, and the Earth through the most sacred of all 
substances: food. 

Food systems literature is rampant with all the aspirations cited above but seldom 
broaches what the people systems necessary to achieve this myriad of food visions 
might look like. An emergent subset of urban food governance and democracy writings 
is exploring this piece, largely centered on the bourgeoning role of local governments 
(Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999; Barling, Lang & Caraher, 2002; Lang, 2003; Wekerle, 
2004; Mendes, 2007; Mendes, 2008; Wiskerke, 2008; Morgan, 2009; Rocha & Lessa, 
2009; Sonnino, 2009). Not all agree that this shift is desirable but it is nevertheless a 
trend (Lang, 1999; Barling, Lang & Caraher, 2002). This has implications for the planner 
and planning department as the previously unchartered territory of food becomes part 
of our portfolio—though it is far from ours alone.

Vancouver, Canada is a city at the frontline of progressive food systems policy and 
planning. Examples include the municipal government’s commitment to a just and 
sustainable food system, a robust food policy council, a history of food policy staff 
within municipal social planning, as well as a lively and committed city-wide network of 
non-governmental groups working within and across the food system. 

One contingent of civil society in Vancouver that is gathering momentum is the 
neighbourhood food networks (NFNs), entities defined by the City of Vancouver as, 
“coalitions of community members, community organizations, agencies, and businesses 
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who work collaboratively to achieve food system goals, and in doing so, seek to increase 
overall community capacity at the neighbourhood scale,” (City of Vancouver, 4-5). 
The literature acknowledges the bourgeoning role of NFNs and other civil society groups 
engaged in the food system as enabling, pervasive, and even indispensable in the 
transition towards a just and sustainable food system (Marsden, 2000; Mendes, 2007; 
Mendes, 2008; Wiskerke, 2008). This paper considers the role of neighbourhood-level 
civil society in urban food governance using the Vancouver NFN movement as a case 
study. This work is informed both by the existing literature and my direct involvement 
with several of Vancouver’s NFNs. It is an initial framework for a more comprehensive 
Master’s thesis which will further substantiate the questions raised here.

II. Digging in to Neighbourhood Food Networks

I will focus on the five NFNs which received 2010-2011 funding from the City of 
Vancouver’s Greenest City Grants Program1. These five NFNs have also recently begun 
to more formally network with one another, having identified shared purposes 
favouring social justice, equity, and access to food.

a. Enabling Alternatives and Intervening in Existing Food Systems
The unifying premise motivating NFNs is that the existing conventional and emergency 
food systems2 are unsatisfactory. NFNs therefore intervene in existing practices and 
enable ‘alternative food initiatives’ or the ‘alternative/community food system’3 

(Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 2000; Barling, Lang & Caraher, 2002; Rocha & Lessa, 2009; 
Allen, 2010). 

Some of the alternative food initiatives implemented by NFNs include pocket markets4, 
community gardens and various manifestations of urban agriculture, documenting 
seniors’ food traditions, as well as food skills workshops and other education 
opportunities. Additional NFN undertakings which could be conceptualized as 

1 The City of Vancouver is working towards being the greenest city in the world by 2020. Local food is one 
of the ten goals of the Greenest City Plan. The five NFNs which are supported through the Greenest City 
program are the Downtown Eastside Right to Food Network, the Grandview Woodland Food Connection, 
the Renfrew Collingwood Food Security Institute, the Trout Lake Cedar Cottage Food Security Network, 
and the Westside Food Security Collaborative. 
2 The conventional food system here is meant as the food system characterized by globalization, 
industrialization, commoditization, and neoliberal logic. The emergency food system refers to the system 
which arose out of the Great Depression, and persists today, in which food is provided to those in need 
through food banks, soup kitchens, and other charitable means. 
3 Characterizing the alternative food system is a nebulous task as it is often defined by what it is not; the 
conventional or emergency systems. DuPuis and Gillon (2009) refer to this as the ‘boundaries’ dimension 
and also contribute a ‘legitimacy’ filter denoting whether those participating in the alternative system can 
trust the difference.
4 A pocket market is a smaller version of a farmers’ market, often run by community groups.
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interventions in more dominant food systems include buying clubs, free and affordable 
meal programs, community/collective kitchens, and food recovery efforts5.  

Some propose alternative food initiatives that re-localize and de-link our sustenance by 
untangling ourselves from the corporate-controlled global system (Starr, 2000; Wekerle, 
2004). While this may be an intention of some NFNs, the reality of the work is often tied 
to dominant food systems (Allen, 2010). Some cursory examples of this might include 
purchasing community kitchen supplies from a conventional supermarket or 
provisioning nutritious meals in a charitable context. This is not to negate the value of 
these initiatives, but to recognize the difficulty in fully ‘de-linking’.

The line between what is an alternative food initiative and what is an intervention in 
existing systems is often blurred, but a hard and fast boundary is neither necessary nor 
useful. More important is an appreciation that, contrary to some of the literature and 
my own initial assumptions, civil society involvement in the food system should not be 
reserved to alternative initiatives alone but find creative ways to improve the 
conventional and emergency systems by increasing their affordability, accessibility, 
healthiness, ecological sensitivity, cultural soundness, or whatever the goal(s) may be. 

Feenstra (2002) acknowledges that civil society’s role is not only to generate food 
system initiatives and undertake interventions, but also to carve out a political space for 
influencing food policy, recognizing that this would help projects to institutionalize 
themselves, thus ensuring longevity. Wekerle (2004) appreciates the difficulty in 
balancing project work with that of policy. Nevertheless, the relationships and channels 
exist for NFNs to feed into larger policy frameworks which “[gets] our heads above our 
own projects” (Winne, 2008, 172). But, useful as it might be, this potential is just 
beginning to be seeded.

b. Cultivating Social Capital and Community Capacity
Revisiting the City of Vancouver’s description of a NFN, it carries the twin tenets of 
achieving food system goals while increasing community capacity and I have presumed, 
by extension, cultivating social capital6. 

Feenstra, already cited for highlighting the political space of community food systems, 
also recognizes the imperative of social space:

5 Food recovery efforts involve finding alternative uses and channels for what would otherwise become 
food waste (e.g. partnering with grocery stores to redistribute their excess to a meal program).
6 Putnam defines social capital as “features of social organization such as networks, norms, and trust, that 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit,” (1993, 35).
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Social spaces [are] for celebrating, for enjoying each other’s company, for 
learning how to support one another...they are the glue that allows the 
new community food system to hang together or not (2002, 102). 

She continues that it is in these spaces where social capital is hatched as people 
coalesce around a shared purpose and vision to talk, listen, plan, problem-solve, 
question, argue, come to agreement, compromise, get to know, and trust one another. 
Developing these social spaces is not always a harmonious process, particularly when 
convening people with divergent priorities. These are perhaps the most important 
groups to assemble as they are microcosms of more expansive conversations and 
debates. Evidently, NFNs can be theorized as one such microcosm where people who 
work, live, play, and eat in proximity to one another interact in food-induced social 
spaces, generating social capital. 

Distinct from but related to social capital is community capacity, another aspiration for 
NFNs in Vancouver. The City intends to measure success around increasing 
neighbourhood food assets using community capacity as an indicator but what is not 
clear is an answer to the question—capacity to do what? And, by whom? Examining 
NFN activity up until now offers some ideas like the capacity to grow, prepare, and 
process food; afford food; access food; celebrate food; recover food; and, participate in 
social and political food-focused spaces.  

III. Food System Dilemmas Unearthed by Neighbourhood Food Networks

a. On Democracy, Inclusion, and Participation
The picture of the NFN painted so far is a romantic one—communities coming together 
to invigorate a better food future. And while this romanticism is largely founded, the 
NFN movement also unearths many of the current dilemmas in food system practice 
and thought. The first of these are questions around democracy, inclusion, and 
participation. Here, the literature offers several problematizations which can be applied 
to NFNs in theory, to be substantiated in future work. 

The first is a questioning of the assumption that because people live in the same 
neighbourhood, their decisions will necessarily uphold the common good. In the same 
vein that NFNs are microcosms for larger food processes, a neighbourhood is a 
microcosm of larger social structures imbued with inequities and barriers to power. We 
cannot assume shared interests or equality (Allen, 2010). As such, indicators of 
democracy, inclusion, and participation can be relevantly applied to NFNs to more fully 
unpack them.

The imperatives of ‘public participation’, ‘participatory and direct democracy’, ‘good 
governance’, and ‘citizen control’ in the food system is prescribed by several scholars for 
the realization of a truly just and sustainable food system (Buček & Smith, 1999; 
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Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999; Feenstra, 2002; Gaventa, 2002; Hassanein, 2003; 
Anderson, 2008). This is particularly salient considering the regular exclusion of our 
most disenfranchised: low and fixed-income earners, women, newcomers, seniors, 
ethnic minorities, youth, First Nations, people with mental and physical disabilities, the 
homeless and marginally housed, etc. 

NFNs specifically target these and other vulnerable groups in their programming and 
projects, recognizing that they are underserved by the conventional and emergency 
food systems. However, in my observations, those governing and operationalizing NFNs 
are not our most vulnerable. Furthermore, NFN initiatives and interventions remain 
primarily focused on justice for eaters and, to a certain extent, farmers. This excludes 
other people bookended by eaters and farmers in the food system such as farm 
workers, processors, transporters, as well as retail and culinary staff. This is not to 
suggest that it is the task of the NFN to rectify every injustice throughout the food 
system, but to highlight the limits of their current capacity and reach (Allen, 2010).

Allen recognizes that, in spite the best intentions of organizers, garnering deeper and 
broader participation is a challenge:

Often projects have limited budgets and limited time. In addition, people 
who  have  been  historically  excluded  may  not  have  the  time,  energy, 
transportation and money to participate in local food planning meetings 
or may have different agendas than local food organizers (ibid, 304).

Mendes (2008), speaking specifically to the food policy context, argues that we perhaps 
do not need full participation at every step. Noting that this is a ‘radical claim’, she 
raises the pertinent planning dilemma between process and outcomes—if we know that 
there are people with food access barriers in our neighbourhood, is it appropriate to 
pursue a deeply participatory and inclusive process when the solution might be obvious 
and more efficiently implemented at the hands of a few? Achieving this balance is an art 
rather than a science.

b. Local People, Local Food, Local Trap
What Allen draws on in her caution towards the localization of food system work is the 
‘local trap’. The politics of local is one of the most divisive ‘wicked’ debates within the 
food movement today. The ‘trap’ is applied in two treatments (Born & Purcell, 2006) 
and (Purcell, 2006), to food systems planning as well as urban democracy; the people 
systems. Its crux is that there is nothing inherently good about any scale; “outcomes 
produced by a food [or people] system are contextual: they depend on the actors and 
agendas that are empowered by the particular set of social relations…” (Born & Purcell, 
2006, 196).

Implications of the local trap for democracy, inclusion, and participation within NFNs 
have been raised above. Another question is whether NFNs have a responsibility to 
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others outside their locale at various scales; from residents of other neighbourhoods to 
farm workers abroad. Allen (1999) posits the risk of defensive localism where actors 
only consider those in their locale. The NFN movement has mechanisms for mitigating 
this risk through an incredible web of networks and partnerships, an exploration of 
which is beyond the scope of this paper. 

c. The Living Dichotomy between Social and Environmental Justice
As mentioned, the five NFNs considered in this paper posit food equity, accessibility, 
and hunger as main priorities. Power (1999) names this position the ‘anti-poverty 
approach’ to food. The other she offers is the ‘sustainable food systems approach’7. 
Both mark the landscape of food system initiatives and interventions in Vancouver and 
are indisputably necessary. 

Gottlieb and Fisher (1996) observed a similar divide between parallel movements 
towards ‘community food security’8 and ‘environmental justice’. Both articles 
acknowledge that camps with divergent social and environmental priorities have 
contributed to a false binary among food system efforts. For example, even within an 
anti-poverty framework, NFNs engage in initiatives that could be camped as 
environmental such as urban agriculture and direct-marketing opportunities.   

One the greatest challenges for all community food efforts in Vancouver and beyond 
will be to bring together those working from a ‘sustainable food systems’ agenda with 
others bringing an ‘anti-poverty’ framework for a more comprehensive, and ultimately 
creative, approach to food. It will be crucial to “search for a common discourse” (ibid) so 
that efforts can be joined for a more robust and diverse people system in support of 
food systems. 

IV. Implications for Planning

Given this hope for a complex and multifaceted human landscape of food system 
activity, prominent questions become—whose job is food? And, who is a food systems 
planner? What could most devastate the richness of food systems efforts within civil 
society is a professionalization of food systems planning which, intentionally or not, runs 
the risk of making the work of many the jobs of a few. 

In their seminal piece, Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000) elaborate on the food system’s 
absence from the planning field. They advocate for municipalities’ heightened role in 
7 Power’s anti-poverty approach draws from the premise that there is an adequate food supply but a lack of 
access for those living in poverty. The sustainable food systems approach is founded in a political-
economic and environmental critique of the conventional food system.
8 One definition of community food security is “a condition in which all community residents obtain a safe, 
culturally appropriate, nutritionally sound diet through an economically and environmentally sustainable 
food system that maximizes community self-reliance, social justice, and democratic decision-making,” 
(Bellows & Hamm, 2003, 37).
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the food system through food policy councils, planning departments, and establishing 
city departments of food (1999). Wekerle (2004) substantiates this, contributing that 
the food movement, as a social movement, has been off the planner’s radar. 

It is my hope that the planning profession does not overcompensate and step on the 
toes of other food actors. What seems more appropriate is the support of more 
traditional planning institutions, such as local government, for non-government and 
community efforts and vice versa. As Mendes offers, “[cities can] play the role of 
facilitator, educator, and promoter of efficiencies,” (2008, 947), and wonders what the 
equilibrium points might be between institutionalization and the third sector (ibid).

This negotiation of roles and responsibilities introduces a nuanced understanding to, 
“the hardy perennial of the food planning debate everywhere”; that question of who 
are the food planners (Morgan, 2009, 342). Morgan shares an anecdote about 
participants at a conference who were unsatisfied with the notion of “food planners as 
professionals”, preferring instead: 

…a broader, more inclusive definition of food planners as anyone who is 
working in, or engaged with, the food system with the aim of rendering it 
more  sustainable  with  respect  to  its  social,  economic,  and  ecological 
effects…The ‘food planning community’, in other words, is a profoundly 
diverse  and multi-dimensional  community,  composed as  it  is  of  every 
profession with food-related interest, as well as NGOs that focus on social 
justice, public health, food security, and ecological causes, all of whom 
are  striving to make food policy-making a  more open and democratic 
process (ibid).

As we are increasingly confronted with the complex network of interrelationships 
inherent in food systems, an enriched and nuanced understanding of who is involved 
(and how) and who is not (and why not), will enable us to move forward in developing 
people systems which will better care for the city, one another, and the Earth through 
the most sacred of all substances: food.
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