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Abstract 

 

 I conceptualize food policy councils as convergences of human, environmental and 

historical activity. I describe how food policy councils use places to advance their objectives. 

There are three dimensions of place FPCs use: an overall geographic focus, meeting locations 

within that geographic focus and the physical layout inside a meeting location. Each place 

dimension also has a temporal dimension that affects an FPC’s relationship to place: the time-

frame of a project, meeting times and frequency and amounts of time allocated to agenda items.  

I describe how food policy councils meet their needs largely through membership recruitment. 

This can be conceptualized through a Needs-Recruitment Cycle in which an FPC identifies a 

need, recruits members and/or non-members to assist with that need, progression occurs on the 

project (either positive or negative), the FPC then re-identifies its needs (new or otherwise) and 

repeats the cycle. By joining an FPC, a member brings with them their expertise, but also their 

histories of privilege and power (or dispossession of it). Building relationships across these 

inequities and divides can be understood as acts of reconciliation. Following Hassanein’s (2003; 

2008) contribution of theoretical elements to Food Democracy, and starting from Gabardi’s 

(2001) analysis of contemporary models of democracy, I argue the practice of FPCs offers a 

number of theoretical elements to our notions of Food Democracy. 

 Keywords: Food policy council, Food Democracy, place, reconciliation 
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Introduction 

 “We should not think about this as ‘what we haven't done,’ but rather, let’s look at it as 

winnowing into our essence.” I recorded this sentiment in my first set of field-notes at my first 

meeting of the Homegrown Minneapolis Food Council executive committee – which was also 

my first official day of fieldwork for this paper. The sentiment ultimately proved sage advice 

during the next six months as I followed both the Homegrown Minneapolis and the St. Paul-

Ramsey County Food and Nutrition Commission. As I observed these two food policy councils, 

interviewing their members and participating in working groups and events, the clause 

“winnowing into our essence” traced me. Winnowing is an ancient agricultural practice. Its aim 

is to separate grain from chaff. Chaff is the casing, the husks that protect the grains. Chaff is 

inedible, so it is necessary to winnow it away to harvest the grains to eat. In literature, chaff is 

often a metaphor to signify something of little value. Yet, evolutionarily speaking, plants protect 

their grains with chaff. The protective casings are valuable – until it is time to eat or until the 

grain falls to the earth to seed a new plant. 

For over twenty years, practitioners and academics have winnowed grains of knowledge 

from the chaff of food policy councils (FPCs). Started in the 1980s in Tennessee, food policy 

councils have multiplied all across the North American continent. Their goals vary, their 

organizational structures vary, their memberships vary, yet they each carry the potential to 

democratize their local food system in an era of unprecedented consolidation of economic and 

political power into a handful of agribusinesses at every level of policymaking, from land-grant 

universities, state departments of agriculture, federal food and agriculture legislation and 

international trade agreements. This paper aims to illuminate further the experience of food 

policy councils (FPCs) through a six-month study of the Homegrown Minneapolis Food Council 
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and the St. Paul – Ramsey County Food and Nutrition Commission. As far as I am aware, this is 

the first study of two FPCs using a grounded theory/ethnographic research methodology over a 

six-month period of study. 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how FPC use place, as well as to provide 

perspective on how FPCs build relationships and finally how the practice of FPCs contributes to 

our understanding of Food Democracy. I organize this paper as follows; first, I offer a literature 

review to define and provide a brief background on food policy councils. Next, I detail my 

research methodology. After which, I conceptualize food policy councils as convergences of 

human, environmental and historical activities. I argue that convergence is a useful way of 

framing our understanding of food policy councils for a number of reasons. First, it can mean a 

drawing together, which is a key move of FPCs – to draw together the various activities of a 

local food system. Second, it can mean movement towards a specific horizon. Third, the concept 

of convergence broadens our understanding of the dynamic nature of FPCs. Members of FPCs 

commix as inheritors of environmental and historical activities that have profited some, while 

dispossessing many, many others.  

In the first main section of this paper, I describe how food policy councils use places to 

advance their objectives. There are three dimensions of place FPCs use: an overall geographic 

focus, meeting locations within that geographic focus and the physical layout inside a meeting 

location. Each place dimension also has a temporal dimension that affects an FPC’s relationship 

to place: the time-frame of a project, meeting times and frequency and amounts of time allocated 

to agenda items. I synthesize these relationships into a single framework I call Place-Time. 

Place-Time shapes the work of FPCs by posing three reflexive questions. Each question 

corresponds to each dimension of Place-Time. The first question is, “How does this geographic 
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focus and this time-frame help us achieve ‘X’?” The second question is, “How does meeting at 

this location at this time, with this frequency, help us achieve ‘X’?” The third question is, “How 

does the layout of this room for these activities with this much time assigned to each activity 

help us achieve ‘X’?” I argue Place-Time possesses some explanatory power in understanding 

the actions of an FPC. First, I assert that an FPC can filter proposed projects or actions through 

one or all three Place-Time dimensions until it feels it can sufficiently take action or justify 

taking a proposal off their agenda. Place-Time is also an opportunity for an individual, or the 

food policy council as a whole, to express an interpretation of the pragmatic reality they feel 

their FPC faces. Place-Time asks of an FPC: what can we accomplish working in this place with 

this number of hours spread out over this timeframe? Place-Time can also lead FPCs to engage 

in scale discourse (should an FPC work at the neighborhood, city, county, state or federal level?). 

Finally, I argue that Place-Time should be considered as one example of how to put Beatley’s  

place-ethics (1994; 2004) into praxis. Beatley asserts that communities face three 

environmentally ethical considerations. Beatley phrases each question as follows, “Do we have 

obligations to future generations (temporal), duties beyond our immediate community or 

jurisdictional borders (spatial), and duties to forms of life other than our own (biological)?” 

(2004, p. 49). 

In the second section, I describe how food policy councils meet their needs largely 

through membership recruitment. This can be conceptualized through a Needs-Recruitment 

Cycle in which an FPC identifies a need, recruits members and/or non-members to assist with 

that need, progression occurs on the project (either positive or negative), the FPC then re-

identifies its needs (new or otherwise) and repeats the cycle. This study deepens that 

understanding by observing how membership recruitment is also an attempt to build 
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relationships. Relationships need to be built because of the divided nature of the food system. 

This divided nature has resulted in various forms of disparities and inequities across 

communities. By joining an FPC, a member brings with them their expertise, but also their 

histories of privilege and power (or dispossession of it). Building relationships across these 

inequities and divides can be understood as acts of reconciliation. According to Lederach (1997), 

reconciliation is the transformation of relationships. He argues, “Its primary goal and key 

contribution is to seek innovative ways to create a time and a place, within various levels of the 

affected population, to address, integrate, and embrace the painful past and the necessary shared 

future as a means of dealing with the present” (1997, p.35). I apply Lederach’s Integrated 

Framework for Reconciliation to the work of FPCs due to their focus on relationship-building. 

Lederach’s research is primarily geared towards reconciling relationships in divided societies. As 

such, he considers relationships to be both the basis of conflict and any viable long-term 

solution.  

In the final section of this paper, I offer how the previous sections contribute to the 

literature on Food Democracy. Researchers regularly cite food policy councils as examples of 

Food Democracy or the democratization of food and agricultural policy. Food Democracy, 

however, is a relatively new concept. Theoretically speaking it is not nearly as developed as 

Communitarian Democracy, Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic Democracy. Following 

Hassanein’s (2003; 2008) contribution of theoretical elements to Food Democracy, and starting 

from Gabardi’s (2001) analysis of contemporary models of democracy, I argue the practice of 

FPCs offers a number of theoretical elements to the Food Democracy concept. These theoretical 

elements include how place informs democracy, as well as  how place and reconciliation can 
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legitimate decision-making and finally the inherent critique in Food Democracy of advanced, 

neoliberal capitalism.       

Literature Review 

 What are food policy councils? Burgan and Winne (2012) contend they are an attempt to 

“bring together all stakeholders in a community food system and give them a say in constructing 

a system that reflected their values” (p. 2). Some governmental bodies officially sanction FPCs, 

while others organize independently as non-profits or informal networks (Burgan and Winne, 

2012). Clancy, Hammer and Lippoldt (2007) provide an excellent, yet succinct, history of the 

history of food policy councils. The origins of the first FPC in the United States were in Robert 

Wilson’s landscape architecture class at the University of Tennessee in 1977. What started as an 

analysis of food-planning issues, quickly evolved towards the identification of a need for a local 

governmental body to develop food policy. This was largely spurred by the students’ research. In 

1981, Knoxville passed a resolution forming the first food policy council (Clancy, Hammer and 

Lippoldt, 2007). Table 1 indicates a small list of food policy council accomplishments. This 

small list demonstrates that FPCs work on zoning and planning policy, food access policy, as 

well as procurement policy for public agencies and governments. 

Table 1: A Snapshot of Food Policy Council Accomplishments 

Food Policy Council Accomplishment 

Cleveland/Cuyahoga 

County FPC 

Proposed and ensured passage of new zoning ordinances that protect 

urban farms and community gardens 

Hartford Connecticut 

FPC 

Worked with local WIC agency to restore caseload to 10,000 persons, 

from 6,000. 

Muscogee Creek 

Nation Food and 

Fitness Policy Council 

Developed new procurement policies to assist sales of locally grown 

produce to tribal groups. 

  Adapted from Burgan and Winne (2012), p. 8 
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Dahlberg (1994) provided one of the earliest analyses on food policy councils, certainly 

one of the most cited. His qualitative study examined six food policy councils across the United 

States based on nine criteria: regional values (relating to land, agriculture and food), city/county 

size and demographics, historical and political context, mandated role and power of the council, 

organizational position and degree of integration within government, membership composition, 

staff and budget support, existence of consultants and advisers, overall program leadership and 

management. Among his several findings, Dahlberg argued that the larger a city is, the more 

difficult it is to organize an effective FPC. He argues, “Part of this is pure logistics of trying to 

bring relevant groups together, plus the kinds of jurisdictional fragmentation that is ever present 

in metropolitan areas” (1994, p. 9). He found the degree of institutionalization (inside 

government) to be an important factor to FPC success. The more institutionalized the better. 

Webb, Pelletier, Maretzki, and Wilkin’s 1998 qualitative study of FPCs highlighted the 

need for evaluation of local food coalitions. Their research originated in the discovery that 

through the 1990s there had been “little systematic evaluation” of food policy coalitions (p. 66). 

Despite their calls for evaluation, little came in the intervening period. In 2003, Borron provided 

profiles of ten FPCs, including brief paragraphs on history, organizational structure, major 

accomplishments and challenges. 

Schiff’s (2007) doctoral thesis revealed that not much consensus existed between 

academics and FPC practitioners regarding what FPCs are and what they do. She points out that 

certain groups, like the now defunct Community Food Security Coalition, applied the label ‘food 

policy council’ to food and agriculture networks or groups that considered themselves neither 

councils nor policy-orientated. 
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In 2009, Food First and the Community Food Security Coalition collaborated on a 

reported titled “Food Policy Councils: Lessons Learned” based on semi-structured interviews 

with food policy council members and a review of the literature. The report argues that local and 

state governments are often the testing grounds for programs and food policies that federal 

officials can eventually implement on a national scale. The report also contends that local and 

state arenas are where citizens have the greatest influence. The report found that prior to 

establishing FPCs, local and state governments would treat the negative effects of the food 

system on their communities as isolated and individual problems. FPCs allowed community 

leaders “to address the food system as a whole, often bringing the weight of local, county or state 

government behind grassroots initiatives” (Food First & Community Food Security Coalition, 

2009, p. 2). However, due to lack of available data, the report was unable to, “quantitatively 

demonstrate the impact of Food Policy Councils on food access, food policy, public health, or 

economic development” (Food First & Community Food Security Coalition, 2009, p. 5). The 

authors of the report stressed there is a clear need to evaluate Food Policy Councils not only for 

effectiveness, but also for their impact on the entire food system. 

Much of the research on FPCs is oriented in a similar vein to the joint Food First and 

Community Food Security Coalition report. The predominant research questions ask how FPCs 

should structure themselves as organizations and what can FPCs produce. There are calls for 

evaluation (Webb, Pelletier, Maretzki, and Wilkin, 1998; Food First & Community Food 

Security Coalition, 2009). There is a focus on organizational structure and leadership needs 

(Clancy, Hammer, Lippoldt, 2007; Clancy, 1988; Schiff, 2007). The emerging argument is that 

despite the variety of organizational structure, accomplishments and challenges FPCs do have 

potential and are worth pursuing (Hamilton, 2002; Borron, 2003; Dahlberg, 1994). 
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In terms of research methodologies, most studies will conduct qualitative research by 

interviewing one or two members from multiple FPCs combined with analysis of those same 

FPCs document records. Alternatively, some researchers have actually visited multiple food 

policy councils for a site visit to conduct case studies. I argue that while this is useful research, it 

is also leaves gaps as one or two members cannot accurately represent the full depth and 

complexity of a single food policy council. Moreover, a one-time site visit for a case study 

allows an FPC to put on a “good face” for the cameras, so to speak. The same goes for an FPC’s 

document trail, which an FPC edits to represent the council as productive and valuable. 

Moreover, while the research has clearly identified the challenges inherent in bringing together 

diverse stakeholders, there has not been an in-depth representation on what this challenge looks 

like. I argue this is largely due to methodology. It is difficult to provide a representation of this 

challenge when only one or two members of an FPC are interviewed. Further, no study has 

examined how FPCs create place or use place to advance their objectives and in turn how place 

shapes FPCs. Finally, cursory attempts have been made to link FPCs to the concept of Food 

Democracy (Hassanein, 2003; Hassanein 2008; Hinrichs and Lyson, 2007). However, these 

attempts are largely to hold FPCs up as an example of democratic practice, without fully 

investigating how FPCs contribute to Food Democracy theoretically speaking. 

To summarize, the research on food policy councils has been minimal and primarily 

focused on organizational structure. Research has been predominantly qualitative in nature, 

consisting of semi-structured interviews with one or two members of multiple FPCs. A research 

gap exists insofar as no study has interviewed multiple (three or more) members from an FPC 

and no study has spent an extended period of time following and observing FPC practice. No 

study has provided an in-depth representation of the challenges of working with diverse 
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stakeholders, how FPCs engage with place, or contribute theoretically to Food Democracy. This 

study aims to fill in those research gaps.     

Research Methodology 

 I consider the methodology that produced this paper to be interdisciplinary in spirit and 

scope. First, following Charmaz and Mitchell (2001) and Fernandez (2009), I blended a 

grounded theory approach with ethnography. Charmaz and Mitchell contend that grounded 

theory as a research method is geared towards theory development, while ethnography aims for 

“developing a full description of a society or group of people” (2001, p. 160). I used grounded 

theory for its strategies of “simultaneous data-collection and analysis;” and “inductive 

construction of abstract categories that explain and synthesize […] processes” (Charmaz and 

Mitchell, 2001, p. 160). I used ethnography for its foundation in participant observation. Bernard 

(2006) explains that, “Participant observation involves going out and staying out […] and 

experiencing the lives of the people you are studying as much as you can” (p. 344). Fernandez 

asserts, “Both grounded theory and […] ethnography are deeply imbedded within a tradition 

requiring the researcher to develop intimate knowledge of the environment under study” (2009, 

p.97). Charmaz and Mitchell argue that by strategically employing both in a study, “An 

ethnographic study can connect theory with realities, not just with research. Thus, it may prompt 

grounded theorists to go deeper into their studied phenomena to understand experience as their 

subjects live it, not simply talk about it” (2001, p. 162).     

 However, in addition to this initial approach, I also engage my data and analysis with 

Beatley’s research on place and environmental planning (1994: 2004), Lederach’s research on 

reconciliation and peace-building in divided societies (1997), and democratic theory (Hassanein, 

2003; Hassanein, 2008; Gabardi, 2001; Habermas; 1994). By integrating insights generated 
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through my grounded theory/ethnographic approach with the insights from Beatley, Lederach, 

Hassanein and Gabardi, I provide an interdisciplinary perspective on food policy councils’ 

theoretical contribution to Food Democracy. Repko argues that integration is “a distinguishing 

characteristic of interdisciplinarity” and the goal of integration “is to arrive at a result that is new 

and ‘more comprehensive’ compared to available disciplinary insights” (2008, p. 318). Szostak 

offers a complementary explanation. He contends that, “Integration occurs when the insights of 

each particular theory and method are delineated, and it is shown how, in combination, they yield 

a better explanation than any in isolation” (2002, p. 115). In this paper, the interdisciplinary 

move comes in the final section when I integrate insights from prior sections into a discussion of 

how FPCs contribute theoretical elements to our notions of Food Democracy.      

 For my sites, I selected Homegrown Minneapolis and the St. Paul – Ramsey County Food 

and Nutrition Commission for two reasons. First, they both consider themselves to be food 

policy councils. Second, they both operate in the Twin Cities region of Minnesota. The overlap 

in geography and food-oriented-organizations operating within this region allowed me to explore 

similarity and difference between them. From this, I was able to tease out generalizations from 

the specific experiences of each FPC.    

This study relied on three primary data sources: field notes, interview transcripts and 

document records. From November 2012 through April 2013, I followed the Homegrown 

Minneapolis Food Policy Council. From January 2013 through April 2013, I followed the St. 

Paul – Ramsey County Food and Nutrition Commission. During this period, I was able to 

participate in or observe the following activities: general meetings of both councils, strategic 

planning sessions (for both councils), an open house event, executive committee meetings for 

Homegrown Minneapolis, as well as a resource fair where both councils were tabling. At each of 
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these meetings or events, I took extended field notes related to who was participating, how 

meetings were structured, the content of the meetings and who was participating in the 

conversations (and who was not). I also paid special attention to how the council raised issues 

and placed them on (or took them off) their agenda, as well as how members justified taking 

action (or not taking action) on an issue. These field notes, approximately sixty pages worth 

(single-spaced), constituted a large section of my data.      

In addition to field notes, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with members of 

both councils. Throughout this study, when I refer to participants, I am indicating those persons 

who sat down for interviews with me. The interviews consisted of open-ended questions with 

accompanying probes for each question (see Appendix A). Due to the open-ended nature of the 

questions, interviews ranged from 28 minutes to just under two hours. All interviews were tape-

recorded.  I conducted interviews at locations convenient to participants to lay the groundwork 

for relationship building over the project’s timeline. In some instances, follow-up interviews 

were used to explore themes from previous interviews or to clarify events in my field notes. 

Some follow-up interviews were conducted over the phone using Google Voice’s recording 

technology.  

I determined the demographic background of participants through the use of a survey (see 

Appendix B) that I administered in-person before an interview. While my sample was non-

purposive for statistical analysis (Bernard, 2006); the aim of the demographic survey was to 

ensure that I effectively captured a variety of perspectives in this study. On Gender and Sexual 

Orientation questions, I followed recommendations from the Human Rights Campaign on how to 

frame these questions in an inclusive manner (Human Rights Campaign, 2013). For race and 

ethnicity, I asked an open-ended question that allowed participants to self-identify, as opposed to 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 19  

 

 

 

restricting answer options to the standard categories (Caucasian, Black, Latino, Pacific Islander) 

which I feel are reductionist and do not satisfactorily capture how a participant’s views their own 

identity. I did the same for political beliefs and for the same reasons. I asked for household 

income, as opposed to personal income, to get a sense of a participant’s overall financial 

situation. 

The sample number for interviews was n=15 (n=8 Homegrown Minneapolis, n=7 Food 

and Nutrition Commission). I invited all members to participate. Initially, the coordinator of each 

council alerted members by email that I was seeking to conduct interviews with them. I then 

followed up by email or in-person while conducting fieldwork. Since the sample size is small, 

and due to my obligation to protect the anonymity of the participants, I cannot divulge many 

demographic details of the sample without risking identifying individual members. However, I 

can describe the sample as follows. The range of participant’s ages was between 30 and 60 years 

old. All had some form of higher education. The sample was 85% women. This proportion is 

significantly higher than the total percentage of women on both Homegrown Minneapolis and 

the Food and Nutrition Commission which is 63%. Due to the very small population of people of 

color on both councils, I cannot report a description on race and ethnicity demographics because 

to do so would reveal who did or did not participate. When asked to identify their political 

viewpoints, participant responses ranged from Libertarian to Independent, Democrat, Liberal, 

Progressive and Green.  

Figure 1 demonstrates the variety of service length that each participant in the study had. 

Four participants had served for less than one year. Seven participants had served for one-two 

years. Four participants had served for more than two years.  
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Figure 1: Length of Service on Food Policy Council 

  

The sample also reflects a strong mix of viewpoints, perspectives, and participation in 

meetings. Some members of the sample I observed to be consistently participating in meetings. 

Other participants I interviewed, I observed to be reserved, quiet, and not as active in 

discussions, proposing projects, policy, etc. Some participants attended every meeting I 

observed, while some attended only one or two. 

Finally, I also examined documents from both councils including mission statements, by-

laws, member-orientation materials, reports and recommendations they issued, press releases and 

strategic planning documents. I also gathered documents as artifacts from each meeting, 

including agendas and meeting minutes, to compare these with my field notes. These artifacts 

included planning documents, survey results of council members, stakeholders and community 

members, proposed projects, as well as drafts of letters they were preparing to send on food 

issues. 

I transcribed and coded data from my field notes, interviews and documents using a 

Grounded Theory methodology. I started with an open-coding strategy to identify themes and 
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variation. For each code, I applied only in vivo codes to prioritize participant voices. As I 

analyzed these themes, categories began to emerge. There were a number of categories to select 

from, however, I chose categories oriented around place, time and membership since previous 

studies had not addressed these in significant detail. 

Quotations in this text are verbatim and used to describe categories; however, particular 

phrases (“Um,” “yeah,” “you know”) I have edited out, unless they were significant. For 

example, if a participant started an answer with, “um, well, I think it was because of…” then I 

edited out the “um, well.” However, if a response was infused with these types of phrases, then 

they were left in. I did the same with pauses. I determined pauses to be significant if they were 

longer than two-seconds and in the context of the interview or field note, it is clear that the 

speaker is taking time to think. I identify pauses in the text with [pause]. For purposes of 

representing participants in this text, I assigned each participant a random number. These 

numbers do not correspond to either food council to further ensure their anonymity. If a 

quotation comes from a participant, then I include the participant’s number after the quote, for 

example [#3] or [#11], to allow the reader to discern particular voices throughout the study. 

Following Graeber (2009), I also reconstruct conversations from my field notes to 

describe categories. When doing so, I assign letters to denote different speakers. However, please 

note that letters do not denote the same person throughout the text. For example, in the following 

conversation I use letters to denote different speakers. 

A: From my perspective, the Food Council is to advise the city. 

B: We know there are definite roadblocks that can turn businesses away. 

C: Our role is getting more community members involved and connected to the city. 
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In this next conversation, I do the same thing. However, the letter A does not mean that the 

person speaking in this conversation is the same person denoted by the letter A in the 

conversation above. 

A: You also need to have a conversation with regulations to find out what their priorities 

are and how do we fit into that. 

B: Many of the people and problems that we deal with need to be addressed at the state 

level, not in our city. 

C: People want a clarification of roles.     

Both of these conversations are reconstructed from my field notes, but they represent six 

different people in each conversation, with the letters noting the different speakers. I should note 

that when I reconstruct a conversation, they should not be considered verbatim transcriptions. 

For the sake of brevity they are edited down for their descriptive value.  

Food Policy Councils As Convergences 

How should we consider food policy councils? As I indicated earlier, much of the 

academic and professional literature on FPCs is preoccupied with their organizational structure 

(Burgan and Winne, 2012; Schiff, 2007). Should FPCs be part of government or independent? 

Should there be 15 members or 50? Should there be co-chairs? Working groups? Should there be 

full-time staff? The assumption to this research seems to be that if a food policy council can find 

the right organizational structure then the right outcomes will follow. Schiff’s (2007) doctoral 

thesis is the ultimate expression of this type of research. She deftly applies collaboration theory 

to her study of food policy councils. Schiff argues that, “Cross-sectoral collaboration to build and 

benefit from food systems perspectives is a fundamental subtext of the food policy council 

concept and primary role for these organizations to fulfill” (2007, p. 333).     
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I find this type of research to be problematic insofar as it is predominantly 

anthropocentric and entirely focused on the present, giving minimal consideration to other 

temporal considerations (both past and future). I argue that in regards to research on issues 

related to food and the environment, an exclusive focus on human activity in the present assumes 

too much. First, it assumes human agency is primary, while environmental agency is treated as 

secondary, or disregarded entirely. This reinforces worldviews that consider the environment as a 

non-independent actor as something that humans manage, or worse, exploit. Particularly in 

regards to food and agriculture, there is an already deep-rooted assumptions that unless a human 

designs the seeds, plants them, grows the crop, harvests the crop, packages the crop, distributes 

the crop and then sells it, then all of humanity will starve to death (Berry, 1978; Leopold, A.C., 

1989). This ignores, for example, the independent role of soil bacteria in the agriculture process. 

It completely ignores the role of pollinators, such as bees, wasps, birds and bats. It strategically 

ignores both the historical and anthropological records documenting that food existed long 

before agriculture did (Diamond, S., 1974; Diamond, J., 1987; Sahlins, 1998). Second, it 

assumes that the present is the most important temporal dimension for consideration. 

Researchers consider the past only for its previous research, which is supposed to inform current 

efforts. The future is something that will be better, if the researcher can recommend the right 

organizational structure.   

I argue that considering food policy councils only as organizations – even cross-sector 

networks – oversimplifies what is actually going on. Clearly, we must consider organizational 

structure, if nothing more than for the fact that at some point humans beings will need to 

organize themselves in such a way as to get something done. However, while human agency is 

important, researchers should not consider it central nor a panacea. In fact, in regards to 
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environmental sustainability and resilience there are compelling arguments that humans need to 

give more consideration to what actions they need to stop doing, as opposed to what actions they 

should be undertaking (Montgomery, 2012; Speth, 2008; Zerzan, 2005).       

How then should we consider food policy councils? I conceptualize food policy councils 

as convergences of human, environmental and historical activities. Members of food policy 

councils are busy creating, shaping, growing, harvesting, researching, advocating, legislating, 

managing and leading. At the same time, environmental activities within local eco-systems, such 

as pollination of plants through bee, wasp, bird and bat pollinators, climate disruptions, water 

cycles and soil bacteria, to name only a few, are actively coursing through time acting on their 

own, independent from, as well as in reaction to, human processes. Finally, historical activity, 

the benefits, repercussions and side effects of past human and environmental actions, propels 

itself into the present. Once a month, maybe more, these activities converge and for those brief 

moments in time, there is a singular entity – the food policy council. However, when that 

meeting adjourns, the members proceed onwards, creating, shaping, growing, harvesting, 

researching, advocating, legislating, managing and leading. The environment continues on, 

sometimes in spite of and sometimes in conjunction, with human activity. Historical legacies 

continue to infix themselves, sometimes quietly, sometimes loudly, into daily routines.  

 I argue that convergence is a useful way of framing our understanding of food policy 

councils for a number of reasons. First, it can mean a drawing together, which is a key move of 

FPCs – to draw together the various activities of a local food system. Second, it can mean 

movement towards a specific point. In this case, FPCs are moving towards new relationships 

between communities and their food production, harvest, consumption and waste/compost. 

Third, this understanding of convergence broadens our understanding of the dynamic nature of 
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FPCs. This dynamism extends far beyond organizational “life-cycles” such as Tuckman’s (1965) 

“forming, storming, norming, performing” or Butterfoss, Goodman and Wandersman’s (1993) 

“formation,”  “implementation,” “maintenance,” and “accomplishments of goals or outcomes.” If 

we frame FPCs as convergences of human, environmental and historical activities then we begin 

to see that human agency does not operate in isolation. It has a role to play within a much larger 

arena, alongside, in opposition to, or in synergy with environmental and historical agency. 

Fourth, by considering food policy councils as convergences we can glimpse at how they are not 

neutral gatherings. They are suffused with histories of land ownership (or dispossession), class 

struggles (or class privilege) as well as power and agency (or the lack of it). Members may come 

from classes that have been on the receiving end of systemic racism and inequity. Some 

members come with extremely high degrees of power and sense of personal agency. At one 

meeting, I observed one member end deliberation simply by providing two thumbs up. Such was 

the member’s influence this gesture was enough to end discussion. I should note that I am not 

suggesting in this paper that FPC members are antagonistic. In my experience of studying FPCs, 

they are lively, polite and passionate about addressing issues such as food justice and inequity. 

What I argue is that some members enter these convergences on the receiving end of bad policy, 

historical trauma and systematic discrimination. Others enter with varying degrees of privilege, 

power and personal agency. Members of food policy councils not only unite by their desire to 

affect change in the local food system. They also commix as inheritors of environmental and 

historical activities that have profited some, while dispossessing many, many more. Finally, food 

policy councils as convergences allow us to better distinguish FPCs from other types of 

organizations such as citizen advisory or non-profit boards. Typically, FPCs do not possess any 

type of fiduciary responsibility (Burgan and Winne, 2012; Food First et al, 2009). Exceptions to 
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this usually occur when an FPC gains the necessary resources to fund full or part time staff. This 

differentiates them from advisory boards which possess fiduciary responsibility over an 

organization and dictate strategic vision. At the same time, while FPCs may serve a role of 

advising government like other citizen advisory boards, even helping to draft policy, FPCs have 

a history of initiating projects and take a more hands on role in changing their local food system 

(Borron, 2003; Schiff, 2007). Convergence embraces not only the ambiguity of structure, but 

also its possibility.   

I will close this section by providing examples to help specify what I mean by human, 

environmental and historical activity. I will briefly take up each three. To illustrate human 

activity, I turn to a small cross-section of participants in this study to explain why they joined 

their respective FPCs [listed in no particular order]:  

“I was hoping to find like-minded people who were worried about the low-income 

communities that were finding themselves living in these food deserts. [#1]” 

  

“I hate going to the grocery store. I can’t buy, like, ninety percent of the stuff there. I 

know that I shouldn’t be buying that stuff, but there’s a lot of people who don’t know that 

they shouldn’t be buying that stuff. I wanted to help change that system. [#4]” 

  

“My interests are childhood obesity and food scarcity. By joining, I hope to learn more 

about food systems and the potential for addressing these two major issues that I am 

interested in, to get a better sense of how it works, for my own knowledge, and also to be 

effective in being an advocate in those two areas. [#2]” 

  



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 27  

 

 

 

“I was looking to do volunteer work and it fit with a lot of the work I do [professionally] 

[…] Part of it was professional development for me, volunteer service. [#5]” 

  

“I wanted to guide, in my own way, the expansion and enrichment of the local food 

economy in a way that was socially equitable and environmentally friendly. [#11]” 

  

“My intention was to play a liaison role between the work that I do, which is very 

grassroots […] I feel I have a good ear to the ground on what farmers are saying and what 

retailers are saying. [#13]” 

This cross-section demonstrates just a small sample of the variety of why people join a FPC. 

Members come from various backgrounds and join an FPC for various reasons. This can range 

from urban farmers growing food on myriad lots dotting a cityscape to local policy makers 

seeking to remove prohibitive agricultural zoning regulations. It includes various public health 

departments, non-profits and insurance companies working on human health issues. In addition, 

there are the farmers markets, food co-ops and business owners and their initiatives to expand 

healthy and/or local food. There are the community gardeners who aim to create community 

through gardening; as well as community organizers working on social and food justice. This is 

hardly an exhaustive list. An interesting point is that a human activity stream need not be present 

at an actual food policy council meeting to exert enormous influence. Neither Wal-Mart 

executives nor U.S. Congress members serve on a Food Policy Council, but their actions through 

their corporate business practice or the U.S. Farm Bill, as two examples of streams of activity, 

can push, pull and shape an FPC. Another point to consider is that each of these human activities 

is moving towards a self-defined horizon or goal. Sometimes those horizons are similar, but the 
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activities will arrive at different points. An example here is local food and healthy food 

initiatives. Local food advocates consider their work to be public health. However, public health 

advocates do not necessarily distinguish between citizens eating a tomato versus a local tomato. 

Consider this brief and lighthearted exchange between a local food advocate and a public health 

advocate from a meeting of Homegrown Minneapolis: 

 A: You can strengthen the food system with crappy food. 

 B: Everything the local food movement does is public health. That is what I tell people. 

 A: Well, my work is complete. 

 Environmental activity streams converge on Food Policy Councils in many ways. By 

environmental activities, I mean functioning ecosystems that human civilizations rely upon for 

sustenance. For example, according to the United States Department of Agriculture Economic 

Research Service (USDA-ERS), the 2012 drought was the worst in decades. In their findings, the 

USDA-ERS reports, “The 2012 drought rapidly increased in severity from June to July and 

persisted into August. As of September 12, over 2,000 U.S. counties had been designated as 

disaster areas by USDA in 2012, mainly due to drought” (USDA ERS, 2013). Climate Central 

reported in 2013 that Minnesota has one of the fastest warming winters of any state in the 

continental U.S. (Climate Central, 2013). During this study, it was also published that 

Minnesota’s water supply is shrinking (Marcotty, 2013). These three examples demonstrate eco-

systems operating by their own independent processes, but are also reacting to human activities.   

As an example of historical activities, I will cite an article written by Michael Moss 

(based on research for his book Salt, Sugar and Fat) that was published in the New York Times 

during the course of this study. Moss revealed that in 1999, eleven heads of the largest food 

companies in the U.S. met in Minneapolis for a private meeting. During this meeting, at 
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Pillsbury headquarters, Michael Mudd (a Vice-President from Kraft) led a presentation that 

linked rising obesity rates to the food products that each company in the room was selling. A 

plan was presented to deal with the obesity problem from an industry perspective. It included, 

“[pulling] back on their use of salt, sugar and fat, perhaps by imposing industry wide limits. But 

it wasn’t just a matter of these three ingredients; the schemes they used to advertise and market 

their products were critical, too. Mudd proposed creating a “code to guide the nutritional aspects 

of food marketing, especially to children” (Moss, 2013).  

However, the head of General Mills, Stephen Sanger, shut down the meeting according to 

Moss. He reports that the meeting ended with Sanger saying, “Don’t talk to me about nutrition,” 

he reportedly said, taking on the voice of the typical consumer. “Talk to me about taste, and if 

this stuff tastes better, don’t run around trying to sell stuff that doesn’t taste good” (Moss, 2013). 

This serves as a prime example of historical activity, on the part of American food companies, to 

pursue policies and business practice that continue to exert enormous influence on food policy 

councils. 

Another examples comes from the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy. In 2013, 

they compiled a collection of writings from their Food and Community Fellows entitled 

Cultivating Leadership and Equity in the Food Movement. These writings document histories of 

inequity and conflict. Cheryl Danley contends that, “Following the 1863 emancipation, black 

Americans established farms and businesses at an impressive rate during a short-lived period 

known as Reconstruction. Subsequently came what historians call the period of Redemption in 

which the powerful white oligarchy of the South reasserted itself and ‘redeemed’ political 

control, and control over the black people and their labor” (Danley, 2013).  



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 30  

 

 

 

Malik Yakini, a member of the Detroit Food Policy Council, argues, “One of the ways 

that oppressive systems continue to maintain the dominant narrative is by disconnecting us from 

our historical memory. This disconnect deprives everyone of learning from the rich historical and 

culture legacies of African Americans and other People of Color” (Yakini, 2013). As these 

examples demonstrate, historical activities continue to infix themselves and shape current 

practices. 

Food Policy Council Place-Time  

In this section, I describe how food policy councils use places to advance their objectives. 

There are three dimensions of place FPCs use: an overall geographic focus, meeting locations 

within that geographic focus and the physical layout inside a meeting location. Each place 

dimension also has a temporal dimension that affects an FPC’s relationship to place: the time-

frame of a project, meeting times and frequency and amounts of time allocated to agenda items. I 

synthesize these relationships into a single framework I call Place-Time. Place-Time shapes the 

work of FPCs by posing three reflexive questions. Each question corresponds to each dimension 

of Place-Time. The first question is, “How does this geographic focus and this time-frame help 

us achieve ‘X’?” The second question is, “How does meeting at this location at this time, with 

this frequency, help us achieve ‘X’?” The third question is, “How does the layout of this room 

for these activities with this much time assigned to each activity help us achieve ‘X’?” I argue 

Place-Time possesses some explanatory power in understanding the actions of an FPC. First, I 

assert that an FPC can filter proposed projects or actions through one or all three Place-Time 

dimensions until it feels it can sufficiently take action or justify taking a proposal off their 

agenda. Place-Time is also an opportunity for an individual, or the food policy council as a 

whole, to express an interpretation of the pragmatic reality they feel their FPC faces. Place-Time 
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asks of an FPC: what can we accomplish working in this place with this number of hours spread 

out over this timeframe? Place-Time can also lead FPCs to engage in scale discourse (should an 

FPC work at the neighborhood, city, county, state or federal level?). Finally, I argue that Place-

Time should be considered as one example of how to put Beatley’s place-ethics (1994; 2004) 

into praxis. Beatley asserts that communities face three environmentally ethical considerations. 

Beatley phrases each question as follows, “Do we have obligations to future generations 

(temporal), duties beyond our immediate community or jurisdictional borders (spatial), and 

duties to forms of life other than our own (biological)?” (2004, p. 49). 

I organize this section as follows. First, I define Place-Time and its three dimensions. 

Next, I describe and analyze how Homegrown Minneapolis and the St. Paul-Ramsey County 

Food and Nutrition Commission use and are shaped by Place-Time. 

Questions of place and time. Place-Time is a clear play on the concept of spacetime 

from the fields of physics, mathematics and cosmology. In those disciplines, spacetime is the 

union of space and time into a singular abstract universe. I invoke that concept here to create a 

similar understanding. For food policy councils, place cannot be understood in separation from 

time. Decisions about the one will influence decisions related to the other. I substitute the term 

place instead of space to acknowledge the differences between space and place. Timothy Beatley 

offers a succinct and useful chapter on the language of place and space in his book Native to 

Nowhere: Sustaining Home and Community in a Global Age. Beatley (2004) argues that, “spaces 

are generic and nonspecific” while “places have significance and meaning to us; our memories 

are wrapped up with them. Places are those spaces and environments (built of natural) imbued 

with personal and cultural meanings” (p. 25-26). Place as a term also invokes concepts such as 

place-attachment or “the emotional linkage of an individual to particular environment” (Mesch 
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and Manor, 1998, p. 504-505). It also captures the concept of place-knowledge. As Beatley 

argues, “the extent (or lack) of knowledge about a place is often viewed as a proxy for the extent 

of commitments and the placeless existence many of us lead today” (2004, p. 35). Food policy 

councils operate in terms of place. They are attempting to create (or re-create) places of local 

food and agriculture production and consumption – otherwise know in the literature as their 

“local food system.” FPCs also seek to expand their knowledge of their local food system.  

Figure 2: The three dimensions of Food Policy Council Place-Time 

 

Figure 2 demonstrates the three dimensions of food policy council Place-Time. Each 

dimension has a relationship between an expression of place and an expression of time. Each 

relationship also has an accompanying reflexive question that summarizes what each dimension 

asks of a food policy council. These three dimensions synthesize and explain the variation in my 

data regarding place and time. The first dimension concerns how the FPC defines its geographic 

focus and a general timeframe for its work. For example, an FPC may choose to focus on 

Minneapolis within a yearlong timeframe of action. Alternatively, they may choose to focus to 

work within a larger geographical area, such as St. Paul-Ramsey County, within a two-year 
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timeframe. The reflexive question posed here is, given this geographical focus and this particular 

timeframe, how do we, the FPC, accomplish action ‘x’? 

In the second dimension, the FPC defines where it will meet within this geographic focus, 

as well as when it will meet and how often. The reflexive question posed here is, how does 

meeting at this location, at this time, with this frequency help us accomplish action ‘x’? For 

example, does meeting at a community center better engage the public than meeting at City Hall? 

Is meeting at 10 a.m. once a month better than meeting at 5:30 p.m. twice a month? 

In the third dimension, an FPC will arrange a place based on an action and determine 

how much time each agenda item receives and how that they will manage that time. The 

reflexive question posed here is, how do we physically arrange ourselves in this room and how 

much time do we give to an agenda item to accomplish action ‘x’? For instance, should the space 

accommodate breaking up into small groups for a 45-minute discussion? Should the chairs be 

arranged to allow clear sightlines between each member? Should there be a gallery for guests to 

sit in during the meeting? Alternatively, should guests sit among council members? 

There are three contextual assumptions undergirding Place-Time. The first is to re-visit 

that a food policy council is a convergence of human, environmental and historical activity. This 

is an especially important assumption if the FPC has no physical or financial resources 

specifically under its purview. If there is no resource to manage then the task becomes one of 

coordination – coordinating activities at specific places at specific times. A second assumption, 

which is a direct consequence of the first, is that time is a limited and valuable asset. Not only 

are there so many hours in a day, but membership on an FPC is secondary to a member’s 

primary activities, such as career and familial obligations. If time is in short supply, then how an 
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FPC creates and manages it is a concern to all members. The third assumption is that places do 

carry meaning and that this shapes individual perspectives and actions.   

Figure 3: Place-Time Decision Tree 
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Some may consider Place-Time as I have defined it here to be nothing more than an elaborate 

complication of what are essentially meeting logistics. To this, I would respond, first notice that 

the arrows indicate this is not a linear process; it is iterative and cyclical. There is no starting, nor 

an ending point. This is crucial, because I argue an FPC can filter proposed actions through one 

or all three dimensions until it feels it can sufficiently take action. They also do this to justify 

taking proposed activities off their agenda. In Figure 3, I create a decision tree that illustrates 

how an FPC can accomplish this. In this decision tree, each dimension leads to its reflexive 

question. The arrows do represent one flow of movement, from top to bottom (geographic focus 

to physical layout of a place). Yet, at the same time, there is no official starting point. One can 

start with any dimension and work from there. In the rest of this section, I demonstrate the 

argument.                 

“A Place Called Later.” The St. Paul - Ramsey County Food and Nutrition 

Commission’s proclaims its geographic focus right in its name: the city of St. Paul and all of 

Ramsey County, Minnesota. Originally, the Food and Nutrition Commission started in 1985 as 

an ad hoc task force for the Mayor’s office in St. Paul. In 1992, the city passed a resolution 

declaring the Commission an official body of city government (Wilder Research, 2010). By 

1994, Ramsey County had done the same, which the Food and Nutrition Commission saw as an 

opportunity to provide “bridging functions in the region’s food system” (Biehler, Fisher, 

Seidenburg, Winne, Zachary, 1999, p. 46). In 1999, the Commission disbanded for a number of 

reasons, including lagging participation (Wilder Research, 2010). However, when it launched 

again in 2010, the Commission adopted the same geographic focus with the same vision, “to 

provide long-range planning and associated recommendations for policy, systems and 

environmental change at neighborhood, city and county levels” (St. Paul – Ramsey County Food 
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and Nutrition Commission [SPRCFNC], 2009). At their January 2013 monthly meeting, I 

observed and participated in their strategic planning session where they determined the 

timeframe they would operate from in the upcoming year. They decided upon an annual plan. In 

other words, the question they asked of themselves was, “What did the Commission want to 

work on in 2013?” 

I am going to reconstruct a conversation from field notes of a later meeting I attended in 

March 2013. I am using it as an example of how the commissioners grapple with not only the 

subject matter of the action they are facing, but also to demonstrate how members appeal to 

various dimension of Place-Time to reason through how they should approach this action. A 

grassroots organization in Minnesota was putting together a coalition to support legislation 

introduced in the Minnesota Legislature to require labeling GMO foods in the state. The action 

before the Food and Nutrition Commission was to sign on to the coalition. I insert relevant 

exposition information into brackets to help readers understand particular references. I italicize 

parts of the conversation that reference Place-Time. Six commissioners participated in this 

conversation, including one guest who attends meetings from time to time. The Commission 

often turns to this guest for perspective.  

A: Is there going to be education on it? You can put it out there, but who’s gonna do 

anything about it? If they don’t do it? [i.e. who will educate about the law and enforce it 

if companies don’t label GMO products?] 

B: This could suck up everything. It’s a huge political issue. You’re not going to get 

scientists to stand up for it. This is a representative body […]; I don’t think it’s ready yet. 

C: As an individual, I have too many constituents that aren’t there [i.e. ready]. They think 

that if your food is grown in a sterile environment – if your pig is never allowed outside – 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 37  

 

 

 

it will be healthier. I don’t think our Board would recommend it. [This commissioner 

serves as a staff member on a non-profit] 

D: But we want to be supportive of the awareness – the right to know. 

E: The legislation is specifically about labeling. 

F: Is it when you insert a gene into something? 

B: That’s part of the problem.  

C: The science crew would want you to think it is the same as hybridification. That’s not 

true, but nailing it down, it gets sticky. I think it’s going to happen, but do we want to be 

part of this right now? 

D: So, you’re not saying it isn’t an important issue. Is working on it later, too late to 

affect anything? I understand if it’s too big to deal with here. 

E: There is a coalition that is supporting the legislation. So, at this time, if asked, we 

wouldn’t sign on? 

G: I’d like more info. 

A: This conversation about GMOs reminds me of the interaction of Mississippi Market 

that is above the average person [i.e. the average person does not shop at the Mississippi 

Market Coop]. I think we have a responsibility not to sign on, but not put it in a place 

called “later.” If we can’t reach this place, we’ll never get them to [shop at] Mississippi 

[Market]. We have to be the bridge. If it’s later, then it’s always above us. 

B: Yeah, it’s an important issue, but it’s mired in controversy. We’re not experts. It’s 

already taken up 30 minutes of our time. 

A: If this is the only place where we can have this conversation, then this isn’t going to 

work for me. 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 38  

 

 

 

Guest: Your role is to advise the [St. Paul] Council. I would caution you about 

legislation. You can do education. To be credible, you would need a lot more education.      

 I feel this is an instructive example because GMO labeling is a controversial subject that 

has proven divisive across the country. In 2012, California had a ballot initiative to require 

labeling GMO products, which was defeated (Spector, 2013). Opponents of Prop 37 spent more 

than $35 million dollars than advocates of the initiative. Despite such an astronomical sum of 

money spent on the campaign, the final vote came down to 51% against and 49% for labeling 

GMO products (Spector, 2013). It is arguable, then, that the content of this subject alone was 

enough to deliberate, without appealing to Place-Time. Yet, nearly every speaker appeals to an 

expression of time (“Is working on it later, too late;” “it’s already taken up 30 minutes of our 

time;” “do we want to be part of this right now?”) or to place (“I understand if it’s too big to deal 

with here;” “Your role is to advise the [St. Paul] Council”). 

Appealing to Place-Time allows an FPC member to reveal their pragmatism. I use the 

words pragmatic and pragmatism in the sense of, “Dealing with matters in accordance with 

practical rather than theoretical considerations or general principles; aiming at what is achievable 

rather than ideal; matter-of-fact, practical, down-to-earth” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2006). In 

some cases, members can also express their idealism, their values, inside a pragmatic framing. I 

saw this reflected particularly in participant A’s statement that the Food and Nutrition 

Commission has a responsibility not to sign on at that time, yet they cannot send the idea “to a 

place called later.”            

“People don’t have time.” The Homegrown Minneapolis Food Council defines its 

geographic area of focus as the city of Minneapolis. The Food Council grew out of the 2009 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 39  

 

 

 

Homegrown Minneapolis Initiative championed by Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak (Klinger, 

2009). Spurred on by Mayor Rybak, the city’s goal was to: 

Create the environment needed to sustain a strong local food system by setting citywide 

policies and regulations, especially in the areas of land use, zoning, and food safety. In 

addition, the City of Minneapolis can direct financial and human resources; convene 

stakeholders; and coordinate local foods efforts and information -- all of which can 

greatly impact residents’ and businesses’ abilities to grow, sell, distribute, and consume 

healthy, local food (Klinger, 2009, p. 6). 

In the time I spent following Homegrown Minneapolis, I had the chance to observe and 

participate in several conversations about the role and identity of the Food Council. These topics 

predominated much of what I observed since the Food Council had just started operating in 

January 2012. In what follows, I reconstruct a conversation from the executive committee 

meeting from November 2012. This is a small part of a much larger conversation. After which, I 

will show how this conversation evolved over the timeline of this study.  

In 2012, Homegrown had tried out an elaborate working group structure around a slew of 

food related issues in an attempt to tackle projects. Some working groups had six to eight people 

on them, some had as few as two. Meeting in a conference room on the third floor of 

Minneapolis City Hall, the executive committee reflected on the results at their November 2012 

meeting. One council member said, “I feel the working groups are maxed out – everyone is 

maxed out – so the working groups are not working out. This is a high-bred entity.” 

 This launched a conversation about the working groups in general and the role of the 

Food Council. Here again, we can see appeals to Place-Time (italicized):         
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A: I would like to see more assessment. What do people want to bring to the working 

groups?  

 B: We tried that. 

C: “What do folks bring,” is a great question. Phrase it more concretely, “What do you 

want to do in these 4 or 5 hours per month?” If we had a subcommittee on outreach, we 

could discuss tabling and where that belongs.  

D: We do have a communication group. Part of what's exciting is that we have 

community organizations and city staffers. Why don't we align this? Isn't the Food 

Council supposed to bring the community's voice to the city staff? 

B: Isn't that really limiting though? 

E: Where I struggle, there are very specific policy issues that people in the real world 

bump up into all the time and the Food Council can serve to give voice to that and 

harness the change effort. People are frustrated that the city doesn't know how to license 

high-bred food yet. If our charter is to identify barriers to good food I don't want to feel 

like a narc if I bring this up and then someone I am advocating for is inspected by the 

city. That makes us adversarial.  

B: Just presenting a problem and saying, “it needs to be solved” doesn't work when 

regulatory services is going through major changes. You can only take on one or two 

major changes a year.  

C: From my perspective, the Food Council is to advise the city. 

F: We know there are definite road blocks that can turn businesses away. 

D: Our role is getting more community members involved and connected to the city. 

B: That's not going to work. 
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D: We're building a task force to build a food system, composting, etc. 

B: Do you think they [the community] want to do the work? The planning? The 

evaluation? 

C: Stuff gets very amorphous in the community. 

F: A lot of businesses are trying to stay under the radar. 

E: It ends up looking like green washing. What is the role of the Food Council? This is 

what we're grappling with. What is our expected outcome? We need an honest discussion 

on why we do exist. 

C: How do we effectively prioritize and organize to influence the city? Coming up with 

two or three issues to work on in 2013, instead of micro-issues. 

B: You also need to have a conversation with regulations to find out what their priorities 

are and how do we fit into that. 

C: Many of the people and problems that we deal with need to be addressed at the state 

level, not in our city. 

E: People want a clarification of roles. 

A: Look how long it took for us to start to get to the Urban Ag amendments. 

C: Also, we're this tiny spigot and we've got the fed's hose pointed at us. 

This conversation slowly evolved over the next few months. In February 2013, the executive 

committee convened in the community room Common Roots café in uptown Minneapolis. They 

met to work out a strategic planning activity for the entire Food Council. Homegrown’s 

executive committee sets the agenda for the general council meeting every month. Any member 

of the general Food Council can submit agenda items and any member can attend the executive 

committee meetings, which are always held one week before the general meeting. For months 
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leading up to the February Food Council meeting, the executive committee had been wrestling 

with how best to address the confusion of the Food Council’s role. They landed upon a plan that 

functioned in two parts. The first was to deliberate and then choose between two statements of 

the Food Council’s role based on reports and documents the Council has generated regarding its 

mission. The second part was to generate roles that individuals felt they could play based on their 

strengths and to match those roles to potential projects the Food Council could tackle in 2013. 

Here, I reconstruct two parts of this conversation. In the first part, the executive committee 

members and guests deliberate on the role of the Food Council:     

A: I think a good discussion will come from these statements about the role of the Food 

Council. 

B: In some ways we need to be more specific. A statement, “Our job is to make the city 

make investments in the food system.” A lot of these bullet points could be summarized 

as one point. 

C: But that's what the city does, not what we do. 

B: Our job is to MAKE the city do it. 

D: So, advocate... 

E: I don't hear dissatisfaction, I hear confusion. This is about our dual roles; what is the 

project role? The policy role is up and running. Policy is a city function, but we don't 

want them [the city] doing it [policy] without the community.  

B: The direct action piece hasn't happened yet. And it's difficult to see what that role 

would be, as a city advisory committee. The big question is: do members want to do 

direct action things? 

[There is a chorus of ‘yes’ from many members in response to that last question.]   
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F: Members want concrete projects. 

In this second part of the conversation, the deliberation continues but as it goes on, pragmatic 

considerations begin to take hold – and they are expressed in terms of Place-Time (italicized).     

A: I've been around a lot of committees. I don't see this as "advising". We play some of 

that function, but if we want this to live on, it can't live just in the city. 

B: The good advisory committees do advocacy. So, let's not get stuck on this "advising-

us, advising-something-else" model. I don't think the Food Council is going to be 

successful in the long-term unless there are engaged people. The Food Council has to be 

where the formal decisions are made. A model that works is having small subcommittees 

do the work and then make recommendations for the larger group to make. 

C: People don't have time; people need to work on what they are passionate about; that 

they can get done in 10 months. What will that look like? I'll just say it; I don't want 

another meeting about this. We gotta land this and then move on.  

B: We need to have the three ideas that we want to change in 2013 and then the three 

events that we will put on.  

D: There are people on the council that haven't figured out that they can bring in their 

organizations into this. 

E: We need to keep the community projects open [to be flexible] – to keep the creative 

juice going. 

B: I don't mean to impose, but we need to have goals. 

C: What are the people who are not city staff going to do? 

D: We need more specificity; we need more examples of what people can do. 
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B: The compost stuff [policy] was not written by city staff; it was written by composters! 

The city staff then polished it and made it defensible in front of the city.       

The following week, a sense of pragmatism had fully taken over. During the general Food 

Council meeting, the facilitator of the strategic planning activity (a council member) handed out 

small rectangles of paper. The facilitator asked members to write down a word or two on each 

piece of paper that captured a role the member wanted to play. For example, the facilitator asked, 

“Are you a communicator, a doer, a convener?” In addition to roles they wanted to play, the 

facilitator asked council members to write down an idea for an action project.     

 Fielding some clarifying questions about the activity, the facilitator said, “We’re learning 

as we go. Carving out time for working groups is hard to do; it's already hard to carve out the 

time to meet here.” Once the members defined roles on their pieces of paper, the idea was to 

match those roles to projects that they also identified. As the facilitator commented, “if we are 

able to identify projects for 2013, then you can plug into these projects based on the roles that 

you have chosen, the role that you can do.”  

 During the activity, while members were quietly writing down roles and project ideas, a 

guest (who actively attends both executive committee and general meetings) called out, “Please 

keep in mind what's in the document we reviewed earlier: that these projects need to be things 

we can get done in 2013 and things you want to work on in 2013.”  

 Once everyone had talked about their roles and a list of project ideas had been written 

down and discussed, one member commented, “Coming up with ideas has never been a problem 

for us. Narrowing it down has been.” This same member explained to me in an interview, 

“There’s so much to do in Minneapolis, it gets overwhelming. [#14]” Another participant 
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pointed out to me, “I get the sense that there could be a number of [full time] paid positions 

accompanying this […] we could all do this full-time, and people are busy, so it’s tough. [#2]”   

Another participant reinforced this point:  

We have people who are very involved in the community, who are very busy. We get 

them for two hours a month. If we can squeeze another two to three hours a month, that 

would be great. I know, for me, if I am passionate about something [then] I like going to 

meetings. I like talking to people. […] We need to have an agenda that people will buy 

into. An agenda, as in food justice, or food access, or economic development, where they 

say, ‘Yeah, I want to put some time into that.’ [#8]” 

The literature on FPCs will often cite lack of funding, staff, political will, and/or effective 

organizational structure as reasons that narrow down or limit what an FPC can do. However, I 

argue that a food policy council at some point will be forced to ask itself: what can we 

accomplish working in this place with this number of hours spread out over this timeframe?   

 This very pragmatic question suggests that while a food policy council creates its Place-

Time (i.e. the geographic area it will focus on, where it will meet, when it will meet, how often, 

etc.), this Place-Time then begins to shape the activities of the FPC. A practical implication of 

such an argument is that it challenges FPCs to constantly reflect on this question: how are place 

and time affecting us? In what follows, I describe how Homegrown Minneapolis and St. Paul – 

Ramsey County took up this question.      

“We can’t be meeting in City Hall if we want community member participation.” If 

you want to find a Homegrown Minneapolis Food Council meeting, you have to be proactive 

about it. Homegrown meets the third Wednesday of every month from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m. That is 

constant. Where Homegrown meets, however, they change from month to month. During this 
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study, I followed Food Council meetings at Minneapolis City Hall, the University of Minnesota, 

the Nokomis Public Library, and the community room of the Gandhi Mahal restaurant in 

Minneapolis. I followed their executive committee meetings from City Hall to the Public Service 

Center in downtown Minneapolis, to the community room of Common Roots café in Uptown 

Minneapolis. 

 “The discussion of the diversity of the council and community involvement is ongoing. I 

swear, it comes up in every meeting in some capacity,” one participant told me. “We identified 

very early on, maybe the fourth meeting, we can’t be meeting at City Hall if we want community 

member participation. This is just not the road to that. So, we started moving around. [#12]” 

 Another participant commented to me that meetings at City Hall have a “certain feeling. 

[#8]” Minneapolis City Hall should evoke a certain feeling. The building is more castle, then 

modern day high rise. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, it is constructed entirely 

from Ortonville granite blocks, some of which weigh as much as 23 tons (Municipal Building 

Commission, 2012). It boasts a clock tower that rivals London’s Big Ben in height. The Fathers 

of Waters statue inside the building is carved from marble purchased from the Carrara quarries in 

Italy – the very same quarries that Leonardo Da Vinci and Michelangelo used (Municipal 

Building Commission, 2012). The building is co-owned by Minneapolis and Hennepin County 

and houses staff from both governments. In his 1994 study of FPCs, Dahlberg pointed out that 

food policy councils need to decide how close or far away from the Mayor’s office they want to 

be to do their work. His point was related to how embedded into government should an FPC be. 

For Homegrown Minneapolis, however, when they meet in City Hall, they do so in a conference 

room that is literally right next to the Mayor’s office.   
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The decision to move their meetings around the city ultimately came as expression of 

their “co-owned” structure. When establishing the Food Council, a working group decided it was 

best to create a “hybrid structure: one that is neither fully owned nor independent of the city, and 

one that is neither held exclusively by nor without the co-equal investment of the community” 

(City of Minneapolis, 2011). The goal of the co-owned structure is to unite city government with 

the food community, educating council members and engaging community participation. As one 

participant said: 

To be in the community, theoretically, makes it easier for people to participate. Last 

summer, we were in North Minneapolis, at St. Olaf’s Community Church. We started 30 

minutes early, for anyone that was interested. They had a youth garden project there. 

They also do a mini-farmers market. So, it was a chance for us to learn about what they 

were doing with food in the community. […] I think the whole idea is, just, how can we 

be a little more visible in the community. [#8] 

Another participant built on this and said that while the idea was originally to get more people 

involved with the Food Council, ultimately it is an educational component for members. They 

told me, “Moving around is a way for food council members to learn about all these different 

places and feel like we’re seeing different aspects of food around the city. [#13]” 

Place-Time is not only on the radar of Homegrown Food Council members. In April 

2013, I participated in a Food Council working group meeting. It was held at City Hall and 22 

people took part, including ten council members. At the end of the meeting, there was a 

conversation on when and where to hold the next meeting. A number of citizens requested that 

the next meeting be held somewhere, anywhere, other than City Hall. One guest raised their hand 

and asked, “Can we also have it at a different time? Like not during the business day? I’m just 
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thinking of those people who want to participate, but have jobs.” Interestingly, despite the fact 

that it is the Food Council’s working group, the three people who volunteered to schedule, plan 

and facilitate the next meeting were citizens, not council members. Two of which had requested 

that the place and time of the next meeting be more community based and at a time when more 

people could participate. After the meeting, one citizen went to the person responsible for the 

minutes and suggested a church in Minneapolis as a potential meeting location – to ensure that a 

different location was on the record.    

Meeting locations are “a matter of equity.” The St. Paul-Ramsey County Food and 

Nutrition Commission meets the first Monday of every month. To get to their meetings, you 

need to travel South East from downtown St. Paul across the Wabasha Avenue Bridge. After you 

cross the Mississippi river, you turn right on Plato Boulevard. The Food and Nutrition 

Commission meets in a county building on the left that also houses the Ramsey County Public 

Health Department, amongst other county departments, including Corrections. The Food and 

Nutrition Commission has discussed moving their meetings to engage other audiences, but the 

question of where is also a values question for the Commission.  

 “We have not really moved around very much,” one participant told me, “and when it 

comes up it never really goes anywhere. […] The majority of our membership is from St. Paul. 

Even if the people represent the county, they still live in St. Paul – for the most part. […] I think 

that it is a little bit of a difficult thing, because everyone wants to make sure there is bus 

transportation and in the county you don’t have that. Several of the people on the commission do 

rely on bus transportation to get around where they are going. So, if we hold something in the 

county, some of the commissioners can’t even go. Or, they need to get rides, or whatever, so 

that’s something that’s difficult. It’s interesting how the transportation issue then intersects with 
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the food issue, from a political standpoint. […] It’s a challenge to address such a large 

geographic area and get public input. [#4]” 

 This theme of public transportation access to Food and Nutrition Commission meetings 

and events is pervasive because it reflects one of their priorities. They represent this visually in 

Figure 3. As was explained during the strategic planning session I observed in January, the 

center boxes in Figure 3 are the areas the Food and Nutrition Commission works on. The arrows 

above and below the boxes are issues they believe run through everything. The top arrow is 

structural racism and equity. Access to public transportation falls into this thinking. 

Or, as one commissioner succinctly put it in their March meeting, “It's a matter of equity, 

and if you're going to ask the people in the community to come and you hold it at the Arboretum, 

I'd rather go to Chicago!” 

“One more tool in the toolbox.” I do not want to overstate the role Place-Time has in 

regards to food policy councils. Essentially, I feel that the experiences of Homegrown 

Minneapolis and St. Paul – Ramsey County Food and Nutrition Commission provide sufficient 

evidence to underscore the point that Place-Time needs to be reflexively considered and 

deployed tactically. As I discussed the physical boundaries of food councils to a participant in 

the study, they reflected on it and responded:       

I see it more as a vehicle for change. […] I like to think of sourcing my food from the 

foodshed. Being active on the Food Council allows me one tool to make changes that can 

remove some of the barriers to that food shed. So, it gives me access to policy issues. It 

gives me access to people who can make decisions. It puts me in touch with other cooks 

and farmers. So, it’s simply one more tool in the toolbox. I don’t see it as a boundary that 
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prevents things, but a boundary that helps define how I can do things. Not what I can do, 

but how things can get done [#10]. 

Another participant provided a similar take on the ability of Place-Time to inform how actions 

can be taken. “It’s interesting to me to think that food councils would want to always be working 

locally, because I think there could be a really interesting place for all the food councils across 

the country to try to make a national presence on federal issues, and a stronger presence on state 

issues also [#13].” 

 This suggests that Place-Time also provides a way to engage in scale discourse. Scale 

discourse in the food and agriculture literature revolves around which scale is best suited for 

food production. In 2006, Born and Purcell offered a critique of local food which they call “the 

local trap.” This, they argue, refers to “the tendency of food activists and researchers to assume 

something inherent about the local scale. The local is assumed to be desirable; it is preferred a 

priori to larger scales” (p. 195). Born and Purcell stress they are not arguing against local food. 

Rather, they assert that the results of any given food system are contextual, “they depend on the 

actors and agendas that are empowered by the particular social relations in any given system” (p. 

196). Born and Purcell’s work builds on arguments that DuPuis and Goodman put forward a year 

earlier. They questioned whether we should go “home” to eat. They argue against an 

“unreflexive” localism, where localism means “a set of pure, conflict-free local values and local 

knowledge in resistance to anomic and contradictory capitalist forces” (2005, p. 359). DuPuis 

and Goodman assert that when leaders practice such a localism without reflection on its 

subtleties and ambiguities this can lead to “problematic social justice consequences” and be 

“vulnerable to corporate cooptation” (2005, p. 360).  
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 Considering Place-Time, however, provides a window of opportunity to reflect on scale. 

During the March 2013 meeting of Homegrown Minneapolis, there was a brief conversation 

around the use of the word ‘local’ in their mission statement. 

A: Are we for healthy food that might not be sourced locally? Or are we primarily 

focused on local? 

B: Local is healthy. 

C: [Food] can be both local and healthy, also, there is the focus on Minneapolis and that 

is another idea of ‘local.’ 

D: Local has been good for our brand. There is something really special about local.  

E: There should be language about ‘right to food’ and that frames all the rest of it. Each 

of us has our own definition of sustainable [and local]. But if one community is being 

exploited for another community to be sustainable, it is not sustainable. 

When I followed up on this conversation, a participant told me, “Just in my conversations with 

my urban farmer colleagues, we talk about what is truly ‘local’? […] Per our convenience, 

sometimes we [the food council] think of ‘local’ as within our immediate confines, and 

sometimes we think of ‘local’ as beyond our political boundaries. [#15]” 

 Theoretically speaking, Place-Time directly responds to and reinforces Beatley’s (2004; 

1994) concepts of place-ethics and the moral community. Beatley argues that a community needs 

to provide “various structures and opportunities for meaningful participation in the life of a 

community, it means reemphasizing the essential needs (obligation?) of community volunteering 

and community and political engagement generally” (2004, p. 354). Beatley asserts that 

communities are faced with three ethical considerations, a temporal question, a spatial question 

and a biological question. Beatley phrases each question as follows, “Do we have obligations to 
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future generations (temporal), duties beyond our immediate community or jurisdictional borders 

(spatial), and duties to forms of life other than our own (biological)?” (2004, p. 49).  

Place-Time offers one perspective on the praxis of Beatley’s place-ethics and moral 

community. Food policy councils can function as sites of community volunteering and political 

engagement. Their work also relates to each of his ethical questions. There is the temporal 

response of providing current and future generations the ability to grow and consume local food. 

As one participant said during an April meeting, “with a lot of these regulations, once they are 

out of the way for farmers, they are out of the way for everybody.” As to the spatial question, 

food policy councils may predominantly focus their policies and projects within a specific 

geographic focus, however that does not prevent them from engaging on other levels. In 2012, 

the St. Paul – Ramsey County Food and Nutrition Commission engaged their Congressional 

delegation over the Farm Bill (SPRCFNC, 2012). A participant from Homegrown Minneapolis 

expressed to me in an interview that on state and national issues, “My sense is the politicians 

wouldn’t mind if we could carve out the time to do more and more work there. I think they 

would expect it to a certain degree. [#14]” Finally, food policy councils are directly engaged 

with other forms of life, including soil and water quality (which includes biological life living in 

both), pollinators of plant life (for example bees, butterflies, moths, birds, bats), in addition to 

treatment and regulations of animals for food and agriculture. As an example, several members 

of Homegrown Minneapolis are interested in revising regulations related to owning chickens in 

the city. When asked to break down the request quickly during a February Homegrown meeting, 

one council member said, “Chickens! We want them on urban farms!” 

At the same time, Beatley’s argument challenges food policy councils to consider the 

places they are making on a month to month basis based on his claim that temporal goals dictate 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 53  

 

 

 

place-making. If a community wants cars and capital to move faster that will affect how a place 

is designed (Beatley, 1994). He cites movements such as Slow Food and Slow City as examples 

of attempts to redefine time in relation to place (Beatley, 2004). The Slow Food and Slow City 

philosophies value slowing traffic down, creating community gardens and designing public 

spaces to be shared and lived in on a daily basis (Beatley, 2004). He asks what the implications 

would be on politics if we reclaimed “slow” as a positive ideal and not a negative. Beatley 

wonders if “residents of a slower city, in the midst of a slower form of politics, [would] be 

expected to better understand a variety of practical challenges facing livable and sustainable 

places?” (2004, p. 334). Such a challenge is difficult for food policy councils – particularly new 

ones like Homegrown Minneapolis and the St. Paul – Ramsey County Food and Nutrition 

Commission. In April 2013, I attended a Homegrown working group meeting led by outside 

facilitator. Afterwards, a council member said to me the facilitation had been necessary. They 

explained, “It was important in the sense of striking a balance between ‘we need more 

deliberation’ and ‘we need to take action now!’” Food policy councils are often advised to 

accumulate quick and easy wins in the first few years (Burgan and Winne, 2012). Yet, one 

participant said to me the problem with that is food policy councils “want to see a quick return 

on their labor. They want to see an end result, a product. And that is what our consumerist, 

Capitalist society is about. Minimal energy. Product. [#15]” 

The rejoinder to such an argument is that if food policy councils do not do something 

(preferably sooner, rather than later) they will not establish a reputation from which to tackle 

larger, systemic issues. However, Beatley offers food policy councils a strategy to overcome the 

binary between “deliberation” and “action.” He urges communities to consider the temporal 

qualities of the places they currently live in and the temporal qualities of the places they want to 
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live in. Place-Time, as demonstrated in this paper, offers food policy councils a framework to 

reflexively consider how to move past the binary of “deliberation” and “action” by 

understanding that place has a temporal quality and a temporal quality has a place. Changing one 

will change the other and can influence the actions a food policy council will take. The three 

reflexive questions that each dimension of Place-Time asks of a food policy council provide 

FPCs the ability to put Beatley’s theory into praxis.                 

Membership Recruitment 

 In this section, I describe how food policy councils meet their needs largely through 

membership recruitment. This can be conceptualized through a Needs-Recruitment Cycle in 

which an FPC identifies a need, recruits members and/or non-members to assist with that need, 

progression occurs on the project (either positive or negative), the FPC then re-identifies its 

needs (new or otherwise) and repeats the cycle. This study deepens that understanding by 

observing how membership recruitment is also an attempt to build relationships. Relationships 

need to be built because of the divided nature of the food system. This divided nature has 

resulted in various forms of disparities and inequities across communities. By joining an FPC, a 

member brings with them their expertise, but also their histories of privilege and power (or 

dispossession of it). Building relationships across these inequities and divides can be understood 

as acts of reconciliation. According to Lederach (1997), reconciliation is the transformation of 

relationships. He argues, “Its primary goal and key contribution is to seek innovative ways to 

create a time and a place, within various levels of the affected population, to address, integrate, 

and embrace the painful past and the necessary shared future as a means of dealing with the 

present”(1997, p.35). I apply Lederach’s Integrated Framework for Reconciliation to the work of 

FPCs due to their focus on relationship-building. Lederach’s research is primarily geared 
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towards reconciling relationships in divided societies. As such, he considers relationships to be 

both the basis of conflict and any viable long-term solution. 

Needs-Recruitment Cycle. There is consensus in the literature that recruiting members 

from various parts of the food system is a best practice (Burgan and Winne, 2012). As Burgan 

and Winne (2012) argues: 

The most successful food policy councils can say this about their members: They 

represent all the sectors of the community food system – production, consumption, 

processing, distribution, and waste recycling. They have experts on specific aspects of the 

community’s needs, such as improving nutrition in the food, and they have average 

citizens with a commitment to local food issues” (p. 14). 

The idea is that if the various components of a local food system are well represented, it is 

possible to consider the system in its entirety and leverage the network for greater action. Figure 

4 demonstrates a framework of how FPCs use members to meet their needs. In the first step, an 

FPC identifies a particular need. After clarifying what that need is, they will recruit either 

members or non-members to help fill that need. Non-members can serve on working groups, 

taskforces, or simply present to the FPC. These needs can range from information about a 

particular issue, experience working with particular communities, or access to funds or other 

forms of capital.  
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Figure 4: Needs-Recruitment Cycle 

  

I believe it will be instructive to reconstruct a discussion from the April 2013 meeting of 

the St. Paul – Food and Nutrition Commission meeting to demonstrate this cycle. The 

conversation started with the announcement that three members’ appointments would be 

expiring in May. Two members had already indicated they would not be returning. The City of 

St. Paul will place notice of the open positions on their website. It will be on the city’s website 

because the applicants need to be representatives from the city. The Food and Nutrition 

Commission has seven members representing St. Paul and seven members from Ramsey County. 

However, it is unclear how enforced this rule is. Several members are county appointees but live 

near or in St. Paul. I reconstruct this conversation primarily because it serves as excellent 

example of how food policy councils think through membership recruitment. During the 

conversation, members not only suggest who they should recruit, but why the Commission needs 

that particular person. I have omitted all references to individual names or organizations 

discussed as potential members to protect their anonymity.    

A: If we know a candidate, encourage them to apply. They need to live in St. Paul. 
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B: We gotta focus in on someone who is running a commercial operation, or food 

processing, or someone that has employment economic opportunity for the city or county. 

My frustration is it’s always about money. If there are lessons available from city, state, 

foundations, or the foundation side of business, so that we can figure out how to access 

that. Maybe we can have a pilot project and develop a business plan. 

A: Do we want to brainstorm candidates for a couple minutes? 

C: I’d like to see people from the low-income community to bring that perspective to this 

table. There’s not a lot of us here that can speak to that. 

D: That’s why you need to tell them to apply, when we know the deadline. 

C: Trying to get the whole community healthy is important. 

E: Is it possible to get the representative from [food company]? Revisit that, see if [their] 

life circumstances have changed? 

D: Oh yeah, I could do that. 

B: [Offers another food company]. I’m just talking about the employment; I’m willing to 

stop in there and talk to someone. 

F: How do we tie in the education piece into the employment piece? There are a number 

of organizations that do it. [Education non-profit] does it for Native American kids. There 

are a number of different models for it. If we can find the employment that would be 

great to help them get money and learn about getting healthy. 

G: What are the funds we’re talking about? 

B: When the city puts in their summer employment, how much is that? When they put 

kids on the parks department and helping with streetscapes and things like that? Is it 

$500,000? 
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H: That sounds about right. 

B: If there’s anything we can do to help people get on, that would be useful. 

G: That takes me back to [non-profit organization]. Are there any balances of helping 

families, instead of just helping the youth for a small amount of time? The regenerative 

piece is  helping the families. When kids are making money and coming home to families 

with parents who are unemployed, it raises the confusion. Maybe the regenerative piece 

is somewhere else. But how do we help regenerate families? 

H: Maybe the education to employment needs to be for any age. 

A: It sounds like people with experience with youth employment, economic 

development, job creation specifically. 

I: Do we know anyone from [business]? They do the local and organic stuff. I don’t 

know anyone at those place, but if someone from this table knows them. 

A: Any other suggestions?  

E: What about sending it to the [organization]? I don’t think we’ve had a Hmong person 

on the Commission. 

C: What about someone from [government department]? 

D: I doubt we’ll get someone from there. 

C: Well, they could speak to the health side of things. 

J: Do we know someone from [corporation]? 

D: Homegrown Minneapolis does. They ask me to pass along our minutes. I don’t know 

if anyone from [that corporation] lives in St. Paul. 

H: Do we know anyone from [another corporation]?  

D: I do. 
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A: So, we’ll make sure the announcement gets out to people on our lists. 

B: We should have conversations with our friends at the school district. Who do they buy 

their food from? 

D: Oh, I can find that out. 

E: Does the [particular economic organization] have food specific committees? 

B: They have it by sector. I bet you the St. Paul [economic organization] does. They’re 

pretty forward thinking for a [economic organization].  

A: Now that we exist that may do something. 

E: For three years! 

F: Continuously, now we need clout.     

That really is a prime example of recruiting to gain broad representation of the local food system. 

A similar example comes from Homegrown Minneapolis. The previous month (March 2013), the 

Food Council launched a working group specifically to work on membership recruitment. 

Homegrown members have two-year appointments. All members will have to decide whether 

they will renew their membership in late summer, early fall of 2013. If they decide not to renew, 

then the City will recruit to fill those positions on the Food Council. Homegrown decided to take 

a proactive stance on recruitment – instead of leaving the city to manage it on its own. As one 

council member said during the discussion, this working group “doesn’t need to happen, because 

the city will do it, with or without us. If we take this on, it is because we feel recruitment is 

important to us – that the next council needs to be more reflective of the city and what it looks 

like.” 

 The issue of diversity has been a concern for Homegrown Minneapolis since they started. 

The Food Council is predominantly white. As one participant told me, “I think because we are a 
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white, mostly white, middle class, upper class, group of people, most of us aren’t experiencing 

[other realities]. [#13]” During the March meeting, one Food Council member stressed, 

“diversity will come up when the city council evaluates applications.” This member also pointed 

out that the council looks at diversity not just in terms of race. Interpreting that point, a guest 

mentioned that the city would also look at geographic diversity, so that the Food Council 

represents all wards.  

“I grow food and relationships.” One participant explained to me that they do not just 

grow food, “they grow relationships.” By recruiting broadly from the community and various 

parts of a local food system, FPCs are primed to build relationships. Unfortunately, it is not as 

simple as congregating in a room and getting to work. Broad recruitment brings with it not just 

knowledge, skills and resources, but also histories of agency (or the dispossession of it) and 

privilege (or the dispossession of it). As one participant told me:  

So, I think that awareness is a wonderful thing. The piece of awareness is [pause] what 

level of awareness you start from when you have a diverse group of people. You know, 

how do you come to a common place of awareness to work from? That piece really did 

not happen. The discussion of it, of racial equity and environmental justice, we have had 

those. But, the intentionality of it and what it takes to get to that starting place, those 

things haven’t happened. [pause] I think it has to be more strategic to make those things 

happen. Otherwise, you do it from this place of good intentions. [#7]” 

Another participant explained to me that just because everyone is a member of a food policy 

council that does not make it a neutral space. When I asked one participant to explain this to me, 

they said:   
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In the many groups that I’m involved with we talk about power and how that is linked to 

privilege and racism and all of the ‘isms.’ I think what’s happening, and what happens, in 

every aspect of our society at every level is privilege and how that enables people to not 

question or not to really see how they’re pieces of this puzzle. How they may be, by not 

being aware, that their minimal actions may be perpetuating someone being 

disenfranchised from participation. [#15]  

When I asked for an example, this participant brought up the use of lists to organize their FPC’s 

work. They explained that at one point their name had been left off a list related to upcoming 

projects; they told me, “I don’t want to be excluded from any process because my name is not on 

a list. This is something that happens in so many circles, so many arenas. If your name is not on 

this bureaucratic list, you will not be engaged and the assumption that you’re not interested to be 

involved will be made. [#15]” Now this particular example might very well have been accident. I 

did not investigate to discover either way because that misses the point. To this participant, this 

particular example illustrates how they connect privilege and bureaucracy.   

 Another participant explained to me that the relationship building component is there, but 

it comes and goes. Prior to my interview with them, they explained they had been approached to 

work on a particular food issue. When the participant followed up on the project, “All of sudden, 

it's ‘No, we're not going to be [doing that].’” This bothered the participant because one of the 

main reasons they had joined their FPC was to seek out partnership opportunities. This 

participant said, “It's like you're waiting to be assigned what you're supposed to be doing and 

you're not hearing anything. You don't know what you're doing. And that's what makes it hard to 

sit at that table. [#1]” 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 62  

 

 

 

 Yet, as another participant countered, this is not something unique to food policy 

councils, “I still think we’re missing some of the cultural diversity of the city, and all of the 

history, and just current reality too, that comes with that, but hopefully we’ll get there. It’s not a 

unique problem to the council […] A lot of my work in the past ten years has been in different 

types of collaborations. I have worked in a lot of spaces that are similar to what the [FPC] is 

doing. [#13]”  

It is normally frowned upon to insert large block quotes in professional papers; however, 

the following quote truly summarizes the argument that I am trying to make here. Clearly, when 

any type of organization brings together a disparate group of stakeholders there is bound to be 

disagreements and difficulties. Yet, there is a need to interrogate how relationship building 

occurs, and whether it is transformative or surface level. This participant explains the point better 

and I want to prioritize their voice here:      

“The same people that it took to create the problem are not going to be the same minds of 

people that change the problem. We’re kind of using the same people who have been 

doing these things all along – in one mindset. [pause] If I wasn’t on the council, who’s 

going to be in place to move certain agendas along? [pause] If I just sat there and said 

nothing about certain things, would those things get said? Or, is there a set of values-

systems even more so – beyond me having to say them – that we have setup as a measure 

to evaluate our work? We don’t do it that way. We do it from an input discussion and it’s 

all based on the individuals there.  

 

The issue is that most of these issues have been setup from a system of white privilege, of 

white supremacy […] So, those power-based dynamics are what they say pushes every 
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racism, sexism, all these “isms.” In order to change those in a new direction, it has to be 

institutional changes, not people-input changes. 

 

So, the value of me being there today is really good. But, if I’m not successful in trying to 

input institutional changes, it would be like I was there and I was gone and everything is 

still there as it was before. So, how do we as [an FPC] start looking at concrete 

institutional changes? […] 

 

We have all these disparities that we start with and we have all these things that are good. 

There’s always going to be both, good and bad things. Disparities. At the end of the day, 

if we do an event, or a project, and then we do a debriefing assessment of that, if all those 

people’s circumstances of disparities are still the same and all the people who are in the 

positive are the same, but some really good things happened, what really was the truth of 

it? Of the change? The [FPC] is caught up in those dynamics. We’re able to report good 

things, but the positives and the variables are still in the same place. [#7]” 

The main points I am asserting here are that food policy councils cannot assume two things. 

First, they cannot assume that their convergences are neutral spaces where everyone is on equal 

footing just because everyone is a member. Second, because FPCs are recruiting broadly and 

members come from disparate communities, there cannot be the assumption that the act of 

creating a food policy council has built relationships to these communities. It is instructive here 

to consider a picture that one participant drew for me while explaining how they defined the food 

system (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: A Depiction of the Food System 

 

The participant explains the figure like this: “I see this circle of ‘we're all looking at food.’ This 

is food here [the circle]. We've got folks who don't have access to good nutritious food. We've 

got folks that are dealing with health issues because of that lack of access. We've got production 

issues. You know, we've got all these different arms coming out of all this and all these people 

who've got these different expertise around these issues. […] And, I will include myself in the 

next statement, we all have our own passions that we're gonna guard. And we are guarding to the 

point of ignoring everybody else. And, if there isn't a second person there that's like minded, 

you're on your own. [#1]” 

 Based on the evidence analyzed in this study, I would amend that particular conceptual 

drawing to what is depicted in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6: A Refined Depiction of the Food System 

 

Here, we find that the large circle is not only separated into different sectors (i.e. health, 

production, food access, etc.), but they are physically divided. The center has become a space of 

privilege. Inside this space, certain activities (by certain people) can pass through and benefit 

from moving through that space. Outside the circle, you see arcs which also represent various 

activities, but these either cannot gain access through that privileged space, or if they do, they do 

not derive the same benefits. 

An Integrated Framework for Reconciliation. Lederach (1997) in his seminal work 

Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation In Divided Societies offers us a useful analysis of 

divided societies. Some may question the use of Lederach’s framework, since he primarily 

applies it to zones of violent conflict. I engage Lederach primarily for two reasons. First, the 

infrastructure we characterize as the U.S. food system is meant to be divisive. Roberts (2008), in 

his book The End of Food, argues that the traditional farm was dismantled during the 

industrialization of agriculture in the twentieth century and its component parts were pieced 

together to form agribusinesses. Sonka and Hudson (1989) argue that agribusinesses are “a 
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sequence of interrelated activities made up of: genetics and seed stock firms, input suppliers, 

agricultural producers, merchandise or first handlers, processors, retailers, consumers” (p. 306). 

This divided nature of the food system is structured to have different corporations, government 

agencies and non-profits focused on different aspects, but never examining the overall system. 

This resulted in what Pothukuchi (2009) argues were calls for community food planning, which 

sprang up independently, yet simultaneously, in a variety of fields. Market failures resulting in 

public health, environmental, and local economic crises coalesced into a “protest against the 

global, industrial, and corporate-led food system” (Pothukuchi, 2009, p. 350). Even the historical 

policy design of food issues is handled divisively. Food First (2009) argues that prior to 

establishing Food Policy Councils, local and state governments would treat negative effects of 

the food system on their communities as isolated and individual problems. I use the word 

divisive intentionally here because it captures both the idea of “having the quality or function of 

dividing” as well as “producing or tending to division, disunion, dissension or discord” (Oxford 

English Dictionary Online, 2006). Second, I find Lederach useful particularly since his 

theoretical work is largely derived from his career as a practitioner. In other words, his theory on 

reconciling divided communities is borne out of productive experience. 

How does Lederach define reconciliation? He argues, “Its primary goal and key 

contribution is to seek innovative ways to create a time and a place, within various levels of the 

affected population, to address, integrate, and embrace the painful past and the necessary shared 

future as a means of dealing with the present” (1997, p.35). There are three basic assumptions to 

Lederach’s integrated framework of reconciliation. First, human relationships are “the basis of 

both the conflict and its long-term solution” (1997, p. 26). Second, the “engagement of the 

conflicting groups assumes an encounter, not only of people but also of several different and 
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highly interdependent streams of activity. Reconciliation must find ways to address the past 

without getting locked into a vicious cycle of mutual exclusiveness inherent in the past” (1997, 

p. 26). Third, “reconciliation requires that we look outside the mainstream of international 

political traditions, discourse, and operational modalities if we are to find innovation.” (1997, p. 

27).  

 Lederach asserts that what is needed to achieve reconciliation in divided societies, is “a 

process-structure, focused on the redefinition of relationship at every level of society” (1997, p. 

112). This requires not an either/or consideration of either responding to immediate crises, or 

creating a common vision of the future. For Lederach this is a false binary. He argues that for 

reconciliation to succeed there must be framework that integrates both long-term visions with 

immediate needs. Table 2 demonstrates Lederach’s proposed framework.  

Table 2: A Working Matrix for Developing an Infrastructure for Reconciliation 

REALITY                                    TRANSFORMATION                           DESIRED FUTURE 

 CRISIS 

Issues:               

2-6 months 

PEOPLE 

Relationship:    

1-2 years 

INSTITUTIONS  

Subsystem/Design: 

5-10 years 

VISIONS           

System/Generation: 

20+ years 

Key Questions 

and Concerns 

● If not addressed, 

what will block 

constructive 

change? 

● What are the 

central dilemmas 

facing 

reconciliation in 

this context? 

● What are the 

most pressing 

needs? 

● How is 

immediate 

intervention linked 

to mid-term goals? 

● How are top, 

middle, and 

grassroots work 

linked? 

● Who has the 

greatest potential to 

serve as an agent of 

change? 

● Who has respect, 

linkages, and 

understanding across 

levels of conflict and 

across divisions? 

● What 

training/capacity 

building would 

enhance their ability 

to impact the 

situation? 

● In this context, 

what prepares people 

and communities for 

reconciliation? 

● What key networks 

and sectors hold potential 

for conflict 

transformation and 

sustaining reconciliation? 

● What are the likely 

sources of violent 

disputes in this setting? 

● What will be needed to 

handle those disputes 

constructively? 

● What resources exist in 

the cultural context that 

shape sociopolitical 

landscapes? 

● What are realistic 5-10 

year goals for this 

setting?  

● What are the long-term 

visions for communities 

in this setting? 

● Who are the visionaries 

in this setting? 

● What appropriate 

mechanisms exist for 

engaging people and 

institutions in imaging the 

future? 

● What systemic changes 

are needed, internally, 

regionally, and globally to 

achieve those visions? 

Capacities and ● Develop 

conjunctural 

● Develop adequate 

training and capacity 

● Develop funding 

capacity for strategic 

● Support and provide 

space for food 
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Approaches analysis capacity 

● Develop dilemma 

analysis and 

framing capacity. 

● Develop latent 

function capacity. 

● Develop capacity 

to link official and 

non-official 

approaches to 

sustaining 

negotiations. 

● Link relief, 

development and 

reconciliation 

intiatives.  

building programs 

(permanent 

resources). 

● Develop 

“vertical/horizontal” 

analysis capacity for 

identifying strategic 

agents of change 

(middle range). 

● Develop strategic 

team building 

capacity. 

institution building, 

related to 

“vertical/horizontal 

analysis” 

● Develop dispute 

system design capacity. 

● Develop holistic 

response initiatives 

(internal/external). 

● Develop cultural 

resources for 

reconciliation capacity. 

● Develop “flex” funds 

for innovation efforts. 

constituency visionaries 

and messengers. 

● Develop transformative 

media capacity: poetry, 

books, storytellers, radio, 

film. 

● Develop capacity for 

strategic social futures 

design, imaging the future 

at community and 

national levels. 

Next 

Steps/Necessary 

Tools  

Based on the 

above questions, 

develop specific 

ideas, strategies, 

and steps. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Adapted from Lederach (1997) Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies, 

p. 114-15. 

In dissecting this table, it is helpful to start with the Crisis column. Here, the focus is on issues 

that require immediate attention and if left unaddressed will block any constructive change 

efforts in the future. For, food policy councils this could be interpreted as a host of issues, such 

as zoning policies prohibiting agriculture, water access, EBT technology at farmers markets, etc. 

For Ledearch, the amount of immediate “crisis” issues are potentially infinite. The goal in this 

column is to prioritize issues based on their ability to block future change efforts. For example, 

zoning policies prohibiting agriculture use would block any efforts to expand local food 

production. 

Solutions to immediate crises need to be evaluated against their long term potential and 

their ability to set the stage to transform the relationship between the involved parties. For 

example, a zoning ordinance change addresses the issue of land that can be farmed and it allows 

for long-term development. But how does it set the stage for transforming the relationship 
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between white farmers and farmers of color? Particularly considering that the latter have had a 

long history of being discriminated against in terms of land access? This is where Lederach’s 

work is most useful. He always zeros in on relationships. Transforming relationships transforms 

division into reconciliation. 

On the far right of the table is the Visions section. Lederach recognizes that communities 

with histories of violence and generational trauma tend to ignore or dismiss this column. The 

gravity of current crises is so great that taking the time to envision the future is considered a 

waste of time. Alternatively, as in the case of food policy councils, there are only so many hours 

and resources available that taking the time to engage this column is considered unfeasible. 

Lederach points out that, “the inverse is true. To escape the crisis in which they are trapped, 

people must imagine and articulate the kind of community they desire” (1997, p. 116). Again, 

the key to this column is paying attention to relationships. Lederach explains, “[They] must 

engage one another, as communities, in the process of looking toward the horizon of 

reconciliation, toward that place where they can envision living in an interdependent and 

commonly defined future, even though at this point it is not yet possible” (1997, p. 116-17). 

The two middle columns, People and Institutions, represent the move from crisis 

response to vision. Inside these columns one finds the infrastructure pieces: what needs to be 

built? Who needs to be organized? How is this funded? What training/education is needed? Once 

more, however, what differentiates Lederach’s work from other forms of infrastructure building 

is attention to relationships. First, he points out these two columns must focus on preparing 

communities for reconciliation, not building infrastructure that “responds” to issues. Second, he 

discourages broad generalizations of capacity building, in favor of “locating within the setting 

those people whose involvement […] will serve as a catalyst and then create a critical mass 
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capable of affecting and sustaining change processes across the affected populations” (1997, p. 

117). 

It might be helpful here to distinguish how Lederach defines three levels of leadership. 

Figure 7 demonstrates these levels. The top-level leaders are usually the highest representatives 

of government in a community. Middle-range leaders have leadership positions in the 

community but are not connected to, or controlled by, top-level leaders. This is usually the most 

populated group of the three. Examples of this level include business owners, academics, heads 

of NGOs, faith communities, etc. The third level, grassroots leadership, is comprised of those 

people who are closest to the ground level. They may or may not have leadership “positions,” but 

their actions exert influence, shape thought, and/or provide resources. They usually possess 

sophisticated levels of expertise of what is actually happening locally. 

Figure 7: Levels of Leadership 
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It should be noted why Lederach divides leadership into these categories. The field of Leadership 

Studies has largely moved on from researching leadership “positions,” instead favoring “acts of 

leadership” (Crosby and Bryson, 2005). However, for Lederach, he is concerned again with 

transforming relationships. Primarily this is because on the ground realities dictate that positional 

leadership can often trump or block change efforts due to their ready access to economic, 

political and social resources. He is concerned with seeking out those people, or institutions, that 

can link top level leaders with middle-range and grassroots leadership as well as bridge 

difference. The goal is not to reinforce the top level’s power base, by reinforcing notions that 

only they implement change. Rather, top-level leaders need to be engaged so that the stage can 

be set to transform the relationship. For Lederach, the people (or institutions) who bridge 

between the levels “are considered to be strategic agents of change within the society” (1997, p. 

117). 

 Recognizing, however, how simple it is to fall back into fragmentation and getting 

bogged down in either/or frames of references, Lederach offers the tool of dilemma framing (see 

Table 3). He argues that “dilemmas and paradoxes offer the possibility that in almost all conflict 

situations we are dealing not with outright incompatibilities, but with different aspects of an 

overall situation” (1997, p. 121-22). 

Table 3: Dilemma Framing  

  Positive Dilemma Formulation Avoidance Dilemma Formulation 

Formula: How can we do A and at the same 

time address B? 

How can we do A and at the same 

time avoid B? 

Example: How can we deliver food to the 

starving population in a way that will 

encourage the rebuilding of broken 

local relationships? 

How can we deliver food to the 

starving population and prevent this 

resource from falling into the hands 

of local militia leaders who will use 

it to buy more weapons? 
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Adapted from Lederach (1997) Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies, 

p. 122 

 

Lederach argues that in both Positive and Avoidance Dilemma Formulations, one is holding up 

both goals and seeking the interdependent relationship between them.  

 Having read what this study has shown about food policy council membership, and 

engaging Lederach’s integrated framework for reconciliation, I want to apply this to a particular 

conversation from a Homegrown Minneapolis working group on land access. This meeting 

occurred in April 2013. There were 21 people present, but only eight council members. The 

meeting had been independently facilitated. Around the room, there were three pieces of white 

paper posted to the wall. On each paper was a question. First, “What are the most important 

outcomes that our work associated with land access and urban agriculture should accomplish?” 

Second, “What are the steps involved with developing and administering a survey around land 

access and urban agriculture (to gage people’s energy levels)?” Third, “Who are the groups and 

individuals we should connect with beyond the Homegrown listserv who would like to have 

input into the plan for urban agriculture and land access?” Everyone was handed a marker and 

got to walk around and write down ideas on each paper. This activity lasted roughly an hour, 

which included coming back together to discuss what had been written down on each paper. 

 This meeting commenced with one member clarifying that the subject matter was about 

urban agriculture, not community gardening. Several heads turned and another member 

commented that the first agenda item was to discuss those goals and who will be affected by 

them, which can include community gardens. After writing down ideas during what was called a 

“quick and dirty brain dump” and several side conversations about those ideas, the group came 

back together. I am going to reconstruct part of this conversation, paying attention to areas where 
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food policy councils were identifying relationships that need to be addressed and how 

Lederach’s work might come into play (italicized). 

 A: Looking at this sheet, what’s becoming clear? 

 B: There’s a lot in the way that we need to clear away. 

C:  There’s a need for work that builds the case. Some of this will come up: why does 

urban ag get this over other small businesses? We need to make that case better. 

D: Who are we making this case to? 

C: It depends on the issue. There may be issues in certain neighborhoods, NIMBY [not in 

my backyard], but also if something is in front of the City Council. 

E: We need to think creatively about land that is out there. Maybe we need to broaden the 

discussion, think outside the box about what land is out there. 

A: Maybe we need to think about turning that into a tactic. 

F: To me, it’s critical that people living near that land have access to it and derive 

benefit from it. That that benefit stays in the community. 

A: There’s various aspects to this, what I hear you saying is it needs to be holistic. 

G: Who has access to the land? That’s what we talked about [in our small group]. Who 

has first right of refusal, so there’s not a fight over the land that does become available? 

H: This is a very long list. We’re going to have to figure out the timing of this. What do 

we do this year, next year, and in 2015?  

A: There this question of prioritizing. 

I: A lot of these regulations, once they are out of the way for farmers, they are out of the 

way for everybody. 
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J: If we have the access, how do we communicate that in the language of the immigrant 

workers who come to us, to show them what they need to do? We need resources. 

C: Are you thinking of for-profit [urban ag] or community gardens? 

J: Both.  

Because of the representative nature of this food policy council, everyone in this conversation 

was speaking for their constituency, so to speak. We can see the working group identified five 

relationships that policy solutions should pay attention to moving forward. First, there is the 

relationship of urban agriculture to other small businesses. Second, there is the relationship of 

urban agriculture to non-farming neighbors and the city council. Third, there is the relationship 

characterized by geographic proximity to available land. In other words, there is a relationship 

between urban farmers and community gardeners living near available land and those who do 

not. The fourth relationship is between all interested parties in available land. In this particular 

meeting, those stakeholders were discussed as urban farmers and community gardeners. Finally, 

there was the relationship of landowners to immigrant farmers. 

 Table 4 demonstrates how two of these relationships can be framed as Lederach’s 

dilemmas.  

Table 4: Dilemma Formulation Applied to Homegrown Minneapolis Working Group 

 Positive Dilemma Formulation Avoidance Dilemma Formulation 

Formula: How can we do A and at the same 

time address B? 

How can we do A and at the same 

time avoid B? 

Example: How can we increase land access for 

urban farmers and at the same time 

build relationships with community 

gardeners? 

How can we provide more land for 

farming and gardening in 

Minneapolis and avoid inequitable 

access? 

The Positive Dilemma Formulation seeks to discover the interdependent relationship between 

community gardeners and urban farmers. The Avoidance Dilemma Formulation aims to 
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illuminate the relationship between providing more land and equity in access to it. By framing 

the relationships as dilemmas, we can see how a food policy council can immediately move 

forward on two fronts. First, they can continue to discuss food policy and projects. Second, they 

can address relationship building between the parties present by focusing on how they are 

interdependent, rather than falling back into their respective camps, defending their turf. This 

addresses several concerns brought up during this study. First, there was Participant #1’s 

observation that unless there is a like-minded person serving with you on an FPC, “you're on 

your own. [#1]” It also addresses Participant #7’s observation that, “We’re kind of using the 

same people who have been doing these things all along – in one mindset. [#7]” 

 To close this section, I argue that this study has illuminated that food policy councils 

cannot assume that their convergences are neutral spaces where everyone is on equal footing just 

because everyone is a member. Moreover, because FPCs are recruiting broadly and members 

come from disparate communities, there cannot be the assumption that the act of creating a food 

policy council has reconciled these communities. However, FPCs set the stage to work on 

relationships between these communities. If we engage these findings with Lederach’s work on 

reconciliation, it is arguable that food policy councils can do more than simply design food 

policy and projects from a systems view. FPCs are optimally situated to reconcile disparate 

sections of a local food system.   

Contributions To Food Democracy 

 In this final section, I consider food policy councils and their contribution to Food 

Democracy. First, I briefly describe Food Democracy as it exists in the literature. From there, I 

use Gabardi’s (2001) analysis of contemporary models of democracy to provide some analytical 



Parker: Winnowing into our essence: 76  

 

 

 

comparison to Food Democracy. After which, I offer what I believe are theoretical elements that 

the practice of food policy councils offer to Food Democracy.   

What Is Food Democracy? In the past fifteen years, scholars and practitioners have 

created the concept of Food Democracy. Theoretically speaking it is not nearly as developed as 

Communitarian Democracy, Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic Democracy. Yet, in recent 

years, there has been a push to provide more theoretical elements to Food Democracy and to 

make it more than a public relations banner for alternative food movements to congregate under.  

 Tim Lang (1999) is credited with popularizing the term “Food Democracy” (Hassanein, 

2003; Lang, 1999). Food Democracy is largely seen as a reaction to the concentration of 

economic and political power of the food industry to determine what is grown, how it is grown, 

distributed and consumed (Hamilton, 2004; Hamilton, 2005; Hassanein, 2003; McMichael, 2000; 

Gottlieb, 2001). Levkoe summarizes the argument, asserting “a vision of food democracy has 

been adopted which directly challenges anti-democratic forces of control, exploitation, and 

oppression” (2005, p. 91). Hassanein argues that, “Food Democracy is about citizens having the 

power to determine agro-food policies and practices locally, regionally, nationally and globally” 

(2003, p. 79). The Small Planet Institute (2013) defines Food Democracy as “the right of all to an 

essential of life—safe, nutritious food. It also suggests fair access to land to grow food and fair 

return for those who labor to produce it.”  

 Hamilton argues that: 

The real measure of this movement is people wanting more: consumers wanting more 

information about their food and more food choices; farmers wanting more for the futures 

of their children than being refugees from the land or workers on industrial farms; chefs 
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and eaters wanting better tasting, fresher, more wholesome and more nutritious food 

(2004, p. 16). 

However, what does that all mean? What is the role of the citizen? Is Food Democracy simply 

about participating in the policy process? If so, how does this differ from Representative 

Democracy? Is it about self-governance, in the Athenian mode? Is it about how decision-making 

is made, as in Deliberative Democracy? Alternatively, is it simply an attempt to regulate the food 

industry? Or, is it a critique of neoliberal, technological Capitalism? The literature provides 

varying answers. 

 Hamilton (2004; 2005) defines the goal of Food Democracy as “opening new economic 

opportunities for people in our food system” (2005, p. 27). His argument is one of choice. 

Citizens need a choice between what he calls “Big Food” (the existing food industry) and 

“alternative” food choices. Hamilton asserts, “The key democratic value at stake here is the 

ability to choose, which requires having alternatives between which to choose. If people have 

concerns about Big Food, then locally-grown food can be an alternative. If you think local food 

is too expensive, then Wal-Mart is an alternative. The real threat to the ideal of Food Democracy 

is if either of the two cannot exist to serve as a balance and an alternative” (2005, p. 18). 

 Hamilton’s Food Democracy model has four points. First, there must be increased citizen 

participation in decision-making, which he defines as involvement in the process and 

representation from every part of the food system. Second, there must be increased knowledge 

about the food system, which includes both individuals learning about food and the capacity to 

deliver that knowledge. Third, food democracy should offer choices (of food products to buy, of 

various agricultural practices) and allow citizens to freely choose between them. Finally, Food 
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Democracy is about increased participation in local and national civic institutions to build 

community.    

Participation is a key theme for Levkoe, who argues, “The transition to a food democracy 

requires that people develop the knowledge and skills necessary to actively participate in society 

and to have an impact on different political levels” (2005, p. 92). This is accomplished through 

participation in food justice movements that contribute individual learning and collective 

learning so that citizens “acquire valuable skills and the knowledge necessary for democratic 

citizenship” (2005, p.97). These skills are generally described as being informed on issues and 

participating in political processes related to policy development. 

 Hassanein’s (2008) research takes an approach similar to Levkoe. She offers actual 

theoretical elements to further our understanding of Food Democracy. Her framework is based 

on the premise that Food Democracy requires both individual and collective action. Through 

coalition building Food Democracy “[enables] organizations to effect change that they could not 

achieve on their own and by expanding the number of people involved in an effort” (2008, 

p.290). In addition to collaboration, Food Democracy must involve meaningful participation in 

four areas: increased knowledge of the food system, sharing ideas about the food system through 

discussion and deliberation, transition from passive consumer to effective democratic participant, 

and a demonstrated orientation toward the public good. 

 The first dimension relates to gaining enough knowledge to participate in decision-

making related to the food system. Sharing ideas is meant in the sense of strengthening decision-

making through expression of shared values and ideas. The third dimension involves acquiring 

the skills where a previously passive consumer can now effectively intervene in markets and the 

public sphere to solve food problems and define their own relationship to food. The final 
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dimension underscores the need to promote community well-being and interdependence above 

self-interest. Community is defined as including both human and non-human communities.          

Welsh and MacRae (1998) also take on the role of the citizen by advancing the concept 

of food citizenship. They argue food citizenship emerges when an individual actively participates 

in shaping their food system, instead of passively consuming food. They assert that corporate 

control of food and agriculture, the limited information about food, the manipulation of the 

market through marketing to increase sales and increase in convenience foods has decreased 

food citizenship overall.  

 From this brief summation of various conceptions of Food Democracy we observe two 

main themes. The first is knowledge acquisition and knowledge generation about food and the 

systems producing and distributing it. The second is broad and active participation, both 

individually and collectively, to shape food policy at various levels (local, state, federal, and 

international). 

 As with all forms of democracy, Food Democracy is not without its critics. According to 

Hamilton, “Critics of Food Democracy claim that regular people cannot afford to buy high-

priced organic food, shop at farmers' markets, or worry about whether their steaks are locally 

grown or humanely raised” (2005, p. 15). Johnston, Biro and MacKendrick (2009) argue that 

corporations have co-opted the language of Food Democracy into their marketing campaigns 

thus subverting the efforts of legitimate Food Democracy efforts at local levels. They argue that 

Food Democracy cannot frame organic, local, or healthy food as another product in the market 

that needs advertising. They argue that Food Democracy needs to “de-fetishize” the idea of local 

and reflexively consider politics of scale. Johnston (2008) pushes back on the idea of the 

consumer as citizen, finding that “the citizen-consumer hybrid provides relatively superficial 
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attention to citizenship goals in order better to serve three key elements of consumerist ideology: 

consumer choice, status distinction, and ecological cornucopianism” (p. 262). 

Food Democracy Compared to Other Democratic Models. How does Food 

Democracy stand up to other forms of democracy? Habermas’s (1994) essay “Three Normative 

Models of Democracy” outlines two models of democracy, the “liberal” and “republican” (not to 

be mistaken for the American Republican party), which he also refers to as the “communitarian.” 

He argues that liberal democratic politics programs the government in the interest of society. In 

this formulation, government is a public administration apparatus, while society is structured by 

the market and involves interactions through private citizens. In this view, citizens bundle 

together their private interests and push them on the government until it is sufficiently 

programmed to represent society’s desires. In republican or communitarian democratic politics, 

an independent public sphere is created in between the government’s public administration and 

the market’s private commerce. In this sphere, solitary communities discover their 

interdependence. Through political communication the public constitutes itself and solidarity 

with a common good orientation emerges (Habermas, 1994). Gabardi (2001) offers a succinct 

summary of Habermas’ argument:  

In the liberal model, the state is the guardian of market society and its values of 

instrumental rationality. It draws its legitimacy from a constitutional framework of basic 

rights, majority rule, representation, and procedural fairness. In the communitarian 

model, the state is the product of a public sphere anchored in the collective identity of an 

ethical community. Citizens come to decisions within the boundaries of a shared concept 

of the common good (p. 551).            
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Gabardi argues that Habermas takes the proceduralism of the “liberal” model and synthesizes it 

with the deliberative dimension of the “republican” or “communitarian” model to create 

Deliberative Democracy (2001). Critically, Habermas rejects the strategic focus on the market 

(from the “liberal” model) as well as the idea that a community shares an ethical identity (from 

the “communitarian” model). Garbardi argues that in Deliberative Democracy, law and policy 

are only legitimate if they “are produced in a process of public deliberation in which both 

citizens and representatives engage in rational debate and justify their political positions by 

appealing to the norms of moral-practical reason and the greater public interest” (2001, p. 552).  

 In Table 5, Gabardi compares Deliberative Democracy, as outlined by Habermas, with 

two other forms of democracy: Communitarian and Agonistic. Gabardi finds that while 

Communitarians stress a community ethos built on a common morality, Agonistic Democracy is 

based on an ethos of difference, a radically pluralistic public sphere. In between, Deliberative 

theorists advocate for a free public sphere situated between government and the market, where 

discursive and rational deliberation produces consensus. This consensus is then translated into 

public policy. 

Table 5: Three Contemporary Models of Democracy 

 Communitarian 

Democracy 

Deliberative Democracy Agonistic Democracy 

Key Themes Common morality; 

Community ethos; chief 

human need is social 

bonds and normative 

guidance 

Free public sphere; 

procedural deliberation; 

discursive; rational; 

common good; consensus 

transformed into policy 

Political ethos of 

difference; radically 

pluralistic public sphere; 

reconstitution of cultural 

life; each person is a 

multiple citizen made of 

several identities and part 

of several groups. 

Primary Sites Communities ranging from 

families & neighborhoods 

to towns, cities and 

nations. 

“Public sphere,” civic 

associations, social 

movements, interest 

groups, the media, arenas 

of public opinion 

formation. 

Multiple and intersecting 

social fields and networks; 

postmodern subcultures 
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Goal A political culture whose 

central value is 

individuality within 

community 

To elevate the level of 

dialogue in the informal 

public sphere and formal 

state institutions to a 

“higher-level of 

intersubjectivity.” 

A civic ethos that grasps 

the nature of the political 

as pluralistic field of 

diverse, constructed 

identities shaped by power 

& struggle. 

Adapted from Gabardi (2001) 

 However, Gabardi notes that each has its flaws, as noted in Table 6. According to 

Gabardi (2001), the Communitarian model does not adequately address the effect of advanced, 

techno-capitalism to disrupt communities and the common morality. He also argues that in 

experience, strong communities as theorized by the Communitarians tend to be more 

authoritarian and monocultural, rather than democratic and multicultural. Gabardi contends that 

Deliberative Democracy privileges certain forms of speech and procedures that no longer apply 

in a world dominated by hi-tech mass media. He asserts that the attempts to make Deliberative 

Democracy “hi-tech” have resulted in carefully orchestrated procedures that narrow the scope of 

policy options to very specific boundaries, thus limiting the content that the demos (the people) 

can consider. Finally, Gabardi criticizes Agonistic theorists for not properly analyzing structural 

processes that result in resource scarcity and economic inequities. He notes that the Agonistic 

model does not adequately take into account organizing around new issues such as the 

environment, instead preferring to analyze only identity politics. He argues that this particular 

model is prone to tribalization and does not adequately address the violence that usually occurs 

in the regions that practice this model.      

Table 6: Critiques of Communitarian, Deliberative and Agonistic Models 

 Communitarian 

Democracy 

Deliberative Democracy Agonistic Democracy 

Critique Does not address the 

disruptive nor challenge 

the effects of advanced 

capitalist markets and their 

hi-tech, deregulated, 

Rational dialogue and 

deliberative procedures 

privilege certain types of 

speech. Does not address 

how deliberative discourse 

Does not address resource 

scarcity and the need for 

structural reforms. Tends 

to minimize linkage 

between cultural struggles 
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globalization on local 

communities. 

fits into hi-tech, corporate 

capitalist, mass media 

environment. 

and economic inequities. 

Focuses more on 

organization around 

identity than 

environmental issues.   

 Experience demonstrates 

that strong communities 

based on clear set of 

values are more 

authoritarian than 

democratic, monocultural 

than multicultural  

Experience demonstrates 

that hi-tech versions of 

deliberative democracy are 

carefully orchestrated to 

ensure deliberation occurs 

within narrow policy 

boundaries. 

Experience demonstrates 

potential of tribalization 

and violence in the wake 

of agonistic politics. 

Adapted from Gabardi (2001) 

Theoretical Contributions to Food Democracy. Considering the current state of Food 

Democracy, and how it compares to Gabardi’s (2001) critiques of Communitarian, Deliberative 

and Agonistic models, I suggest that the experience of food policy councils contributes 

significant elements to evolve Food Democracy.   

First, there is the assumption that human needs for sustenance (food and water) are 

interdependent on the eco-systems humans live in. Chief among these is the need for food and 

water that is high in nutrients and produced in ways that regenerate the eco-system and its 

biodiversity. This assumption suggests that Food Democracy is the only democratic model that 

considers place integral to our understanding of democracy. Contrast this to Communitarians for 

example, who consider social bonding to be the primary human need. FPCs consider the act of 

growing, consuming and disposing of food and water political acts. If so, then in addition to civic 

associations, social movements and interest groups, Food Democracy might consider farms 

(rural, peri-urban and urban), community and private gardens, markets (farmers markets, co-ops, 

and supermarkets), green spaces, restaurants and cafes as primary sites of democratic experience. 

This compares to Communitarian theorists who think in terms of bounded spaces (towns, cities, 

states, nations). It expands out from Deliberative theorists who have thought traditionally in 

terms of civic institutions. 
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Moreover, food policy councils offer insight into what might make a democratic decision 

legitimate. In Deliberative Democracy, the process that produces the decision determines its 

legitimacy. For example, if there is any attempt to coerce a response, Deliberative theorists will 

consider the decision illegitimate. For Food Democracy, a decision might be considered 

legitimate if it fulfills at least two obligations. First, if the decision reconciles conflicting 

relationships between communities within a food system. Second, if the decision leads to 

regeneration of eco-systems. This builds off the previous sections in this paper. The food system 

as constructed is divisive. Reconciling communities and transforming relationships may be a 

necessary condition of decision-making to ensure that authentic policy alternatives are created. 

Creating place and regenerating eco-systems seems to be a necessary condition of legitimate 

decision-making since Food Democracy critiques agriculture’s land-use policies.   

Further, there are implicit critiques that Food Democracy can offer that Gabardi (2001) 

contends other contemporary models of democracy have yet to put forward. Food Democracy 

originated in opposition to the concentration of economic and political power in the hands of a 

dozen or so multinational corporations (Hassanein, 2003; Levkoe, 2008). Thus, there is an 

inherent critique in Food Democracy of advanced, techno-capitalism and its collusion with 

neoliberal government. Primarily, the critique argues that this collusion has effectively 

transformed food and agriculture policy into a techno-oligarchic form of governance (Lang, 

1999). In addition to this critique, Food Democracy calls for systemic and structural analyses of 

scarce resources, as evidenced by a consistent action across FPCs to assess their local food 

systems. Evidence for this comes from a common activity of FPCs to conduct assessments of 

their local food system as one of their primary activities (Burgan and Winne, 2012).  
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Conclusion 

This study has considered how food policy councils use place to advance their objectives, 

through what I call Place-Time. In addition, I have argued that FPCs can be sites of 

reconciliation, particularly if they apply Lederach’s Intergrated Framework for Reconciliation. 

Finally, based on these investigations, I have offered theoretical elements to the concept of Food 

Democracy. One of these elements I believe ties place to our understanding of democracy by 

assuming that human sustenance depends on healthy eco-systems. Further, this study furthers our 

understanding of what legitimates a decision in Food Democracy. Primarily this is through 

fulfilling two obligations: First, if the decision reconciles conflicting relationships between 

communities within a food system. Second, if the decision leads to regeneration of eco-systems. 

As a concluding thought, I would offer that many studies of food policy councils end on a note 

of the potentiality of FPCs. I will do the same. I believe that the practice of food policy councils 

have the potential to strengthen our ties to place, reconcile divided communities and strengthen 

Food Democracy.     
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Appendix A – Interview Questionnaire 

   

QUESTIONS: 

 

1) What was your intention when you decided to join the Commission/Council, what did 

you hope to achieve? 
Probes: (Clarify:) What did you hope to achieve? 

How did you come to want to work on that? 

What does “X” mean to you?  

Why does “X” have meaning for you? 

How do you act on “X,” can you give me an example? 

Did you have any personal goals for joining? 

 

2) Can you walk me through an example of how the Commission/Council has helped you 

work on your goals? 
Probes: When you say the Commission did “…”, what does that mean to you?  

How did you come to believe that? 

What does “X” mean to you?  

Why does “X” have meaning for you? 

Will you continue to work on this issue in the future? If so, how do you think the Commission/Council will 

do so? 

 

3) How long have you served on the Commission/Council? What do you know now about 

this type of work that you didn’t know before you joined? 
Probes: (Clarify:) What advice would you give to someone thinking of joining the Commission/Council? 

How did you come to believe that? 

What does “X” mean to you?  

What primarily do you feel has influenced you to believe in “X”? 

Knowing this how does that shape how you will work with the Commission/Council in the future? 

  

4) How would you asses the value of the Commission/Council? 
Probes: What do you mean by “X”? 

How did you come to believe that “X” is valuable? 

 

5) What does the term “the food system” mean to you? 
Probes: What are the major forces in the system? 

How did you come to identify those? 

When you say “X” what does that mean? 

How did you come to believe in “X”? 

Do you believe the Commission/Council is part of the food system? Why? 
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Appendix B – Demographic Survey 

What is your current occupation?  

□ I prefer not to respond 

(Please write-in): 
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What is the highest education level you have achieved? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

Check all that apply: 

Degree Completed In Process Major 

PhD □ □ 
 

Master’s Degree □ □ 
 

Bachelor’s Degree □ □ 
 

Associates Degree □ □ 
 

Certificate □ □ 
 

High School 

Diploma 
□ □ 

 

 

What is your gender?  

□ I prefer not to respond 

□ Female    □ Genderqueer/Androgynous  

□ Transgender   □ Male  

□ Intersex    □ Transsexual  

□ Cross-Dresser   □ Female-to-Male (FTM)  

□ Male-to-Female (MTF)  □ Other (please specify):_________________________________ 

Do you identify as LGBT? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

□ Yes □ No  

What is your age?  

□ I prefer not to respond 

__________ (please write in) 

 

 

 

If asked about your race/ethnicity/nationality, how would you identify yourself? 
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□ I prefer not to respond 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

If asked about your political beliefs, how would you identify yourself? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What is your household income? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

□ Less than $10,000   □ $10,000 - $19,999   □ $20,000 – $29,999      □ $30,000 - $39,999  

□ $40,000 – $49,999   □ $50,000 - $59,999   □ $60,000 – $69,999      □ $70,000 - $79,999  

□ $80,000 – $89,999    □ $90,000 - $99,999   □ $100,000 – $109,999 □ $110,000 - $119,999  

□ $120,000 - $129,999 □ $130,000 – $139,999 □ $140,000-$149,999 □ $150,000 - $159,999 

□ $160,000 - $169,999 □ $170,000 – $179,999 □ $180,000-$189,999 □ $190,000 - $199,999 

□ $200,000 - $224,999 □ $225,000 – $249,999 □ $250,000-$299,999 □ $300,000 - $399,999 

□ $400,000 - $499,999 □ $500,000 – $599,999 □ $600,000-$699,999 □ $700,000 - $799,999 

□ $800,000 - $899,999 □ $900,000 – $999,999 □ $100,000,000+  

  

What approximate percentage of your weekly food budget do you spend on local food when 

it is in season? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

_________% (please write in percentage) 

□ I have a CSA (Community-Supported-Agriculture) membership 

 

Which of the following statements do you identify with most? 

□ I prefer not to respond 

□ Our food system requires no significant systemic changes 

□ Our food system requires massive and systemic changes within the next 5 years 

□ Our food system requires massive and systemic changes within the next 10 years 

□ Our food system requires massive and systemic changes within the next 20 years 

□ I do not identify with any of these statements  

□ Other:_____________________________________________________________________  
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