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The publication of Resetting the Table: A People's Food Policy for Canada in April 2011 was a landmark event. Not only was it the first-ever food policy in Canada generated from the grassroots, but the process which created it over the previous two and a half years transformed the food movement in Canada – in addition to putting food policy on the political map.

The process was an interesting combination of contemporary internet communications and good old-fashioned grassroots organizing, building on the networks which have formed over the past few decades around food access, environment, and health concerns. It also built on the momentum of the Eat Local movement, which has taken off since the publication of The 100-Mile Diet provided an apt and accessible metaphor.

From Food Security to Food Sovereignty

Most important, though, was the existence and expertise of previously existing networks and leaders that were brought together in Food Secure Canada. This organization was conceived in 1999 and born in 2006 as a means of connecting three commitments: to zero hunger, healthy and safe food, and sustainable food production and distribution systems. By insisting on the links between these, Food Secure Canada has become a network where people and organizations working on social justice, population health, environmental protection, and sustainable livelihoods are able to come together. The People's Food Policy Project provided a focus to Food Secure Canada and the local, regional and issue-specific food movements to redefine their vision through the concepts of Food Sovereignty and to engage in policy analysis and action on this basis. 

Food Sovereignty puts food providers (including fishers, hunters and gatherers) and marginalized peoples at the centre of decision-making about food systems. The 'bottom line' is recognition and respect for the knowledge and wisdom they bring to the table – challenging the 'industrial' food system's bottom line of crop volume and corporate profits. 

Indigenous Leadership and Cross-Cultural Learning

For the People's Food Policy Project, this meant starting with an Indigenous Circle of leaders from First Nation communities, whose first task was to develop a protocol for working with Indigenous. This was intended to be the base for the rest of the project, but despite the agreed urgency, the process took many months. It was understood that even more than most marginalized communities, Indigenous leadership is challenged by unrecognized racism and colonial attitudes and their expression in ongoing oppression, poverty, illness, and lack of access to education. This means in practice that Indigenous leaders are overwhelmed with work and demands to represent their communities, and resent – or just reject – processes that they see as “White-man-in-a-hurry”. 

The insistence by the Indigenous Circle that the process had to take the time it required was frustrating, but it also opened a space for others engaged in the project to appreciate, respect, and adopt this approach. Indeed, the learning space between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people unique to the PFPP was part of what drew some people into the PFPP.  Certainly, we have only begun the work of cross-cultural learning and cultural sensitivity, including awareness of history. This was nevertheless a key factor in the project's success in developing a genuinely respectful and inclusive process and a level of trust that made it possible for us to collectively edit the working documents and the final policy statements.

Walking the Talk

Anyone who has ever tried to edit something collectively – not to mention doing so across cultures and geography – knows what a challenge this can be, and the fact that the PFPP managed to do so with remarkably few melt-downs is a huge achievement and a critically important platform upon which to build the food movement in Canada. One of the first tasks of the project was to produce some backgound material on various policy issues to help animators across the country in their efforts to engage local people in thinking about food sovereignty policy. Once the first draft was circulated, however, the contract for one writer quickly turned into a collective editing process. Eventually, we produced a series of colourful pamphlets with stories collected by animators illustrating food sovereignty principles in the Canadian context. This took much longer than anticipated and was very difficult, but we realized it was really the only appropriate methodology for a food sovereignty project. 

These pamphlets were a first step in 'translating' the concepts and principles of Food Sovereignty, as developed by the international peasants' movement. Again, it was an expression of the principles themselves, as the dialogue with the Indigenous Circle led us to add a seventh 'Pillar of Food Sovereignty' to the six that emerged from the Nyéléni International Forum for Food Sovereignty held in Mali, West Africa, in 2007. The seventh pillar is that food is sacred, part of the web of relationships with the natural world that define culture and community. 

This attitude of deep respect was critical to the project's success in operating from the 'bottom-up' assumption that ordinary people, and in particular marginalized sectors of the population, are the ones who should frame policy. In other words, the project 'walked the talk', reflecting the principles of food sovereignty in its practice. This was both its strength and its major challenge, given Canada's vast geography, and required some methodological creativity.

Kitchen Table Talks

Perhaps the most exciting and effective tool that the People's Food Policy Project used was the Kitchen Table Talks. The idea was for people who were already engaged in food security work in their own communities – the people we recruited to be the 'animators' for the project – to invite friends and neighbours, the broader cross-section of the local food system the better, to meet around the kitchen table and discuss their local food system and the barriers they were encountering in the context of food sovereignty (for example: local control, equity of access for everyone, respect for women, environmental integrity, sustainable livelihoods, etc.). The group would then look at these barriers to see which of them derived from a clear policy, or lack of policy, on the part of institutions and governments at all levels. The last step was to formulate policy proposals to address these issues.

This method was amazingly successful, as the idea of meeting around a kitchen table seemed to demystify the concept of food policy and encourage people to think more deeply about the kind of food system they wanted, and the policies that would reflect food sovereignty principles. People were able to connect with the food system as a system, and use their experience on the ground in their own communities to “look at the whole pie, not just my own slice.”  The informality of the process was particularly important in isolated communities where the number of people with the capacity to be active on food issues is limited by poverty or literacy. Kitchen Table Talks also enabled organizations to see how the particular issues of focus for them are connected with other issues, and with the process of policy formation. As a result, both organizations and individuals were given opportunity to engage in political change at a higher level than they could previously.

Of course, not all Kitchen Table Talks took place in kitchens. They were tagged on to local and provincial conferences, they happened in Legion halls and church basements and Band halls. The project organizing team didn't even find out about many of them, as people picked up the idea and ran with it. 250  Whatever the venue, what came out was a plethora of ideas and policy proposals.

Building Teams

The face-to-face process was also important in creating teamwork among the animators and the volunteer policy writing teams who took on the enormous task of sorting the many proposals and translating the experience of people on the ground into policy proposals and what became ten Discussion Papers. We organized two national meetings in which people met one another, talked and argued (and partied) together. Without such a base it would not have been possible to engage in hard-hitting discussions in the hundreds of teleconferences that were the main communications mechanism of the project. 

Also important, though, was the development of a website which was attractive and user-friendly and which made it possible for people who had maybe not even attended one Kitchen Table Talk to weigh in on the policy ideas. Between Like everything else about the project, this took way more time than originally anticipated, from the development of the logo to the framework and layout of the site itself, and it went through many changes before it was able to provide access to documents as they were developed; a way for the public to register comments and for the teams to edit one another's work; and general public promotion of the project and its ideas. Now that we have launched Resetting the Table: A People's Food Policy for Canada, the website will continue to play a core role in future work.

What Next?

Resetting the Table will be an important support to people looking for ways to persuade the Federal Government to take food policy seriously. However, at least for the next four years there may be considerably more traction for food policy at the municipal and provincial/Territorial levels than at the federal level. The ten Discussion Papers are living documents and will continue to be refined and amended through the website as citizens engage with governments and institutions to develop and implement food sovereignty policies. 

Food Secure Canada will also continue to act as the convenor of this process, working in collaboration with provincial and local organizations, supporting the growing movement for a just and sustainable food system, and offering, not only tools for advocacy and organizing, but the basic information – and inspiration – for building food sovereignty in Canada.

