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Abstract  
Community-based efforts to transform food sys-
tems involve a diverse range of actors and increas-
ingly attempt to focus on public engagement in 
policymaking processes. These initiatives often 

emphasize opportunities for more participatory 
forms of engagement rooted in systems thinking, 
which recognizes the interconnections between 
environmental, social, and economic injustices. 
Similarly, food systems scholars are increasingly 
engaged in participatory action projects seeking to 
make productive linkages between academic 
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research, policymakers, and community organiza-
tions in search of tangible food systems change. 
This collective essay, based on a roundtable discus-
sion at the 2018 annual meeting of the American 
Association of Geographers (AAG) in New 
Orleans, describes integrated food governance pro-
cesses currently underway—particularly those 
engaging anchoring institutions from civil society, 
government, and academia—to demonstrate both 
the promise and the challenges of networked gov-
ernance efforts in pursuing more equitable food 
systems. In particular, we focus on how differing 
anchor institutions engage in translocal govern-
ance, coalition building, and adaptation. This 
research contributes to literature and practice on 
food systems governance, systems thinking, and 
anchoring institutions by proposing an analytical 
framework and providing a series of case studies of 
integrated governance initiatives for pursuing social 
and ecological justice in food systems.  

Keywords 
Anchoring Institutions, Integrated Governance, 
Engaged Scholarship, Food Systems, Policy, 
Scholar-Activists 

Introduction 
Social movement networks focusing on sustainable 
food systems and the connections with social and 
ecological justice have made significant headway 
over the past decades (Alkon & Guthman, 2017; 
Sbicca, 2018). Beyond developing successful place-
based initiatives and creating a significant impact in 
their local communities, food systems organiza-
tions are scaling up their activities to address policy 
and play a meaningful role in food systems govern-
ance. These evolving efforts respond to top-down 
food policy frameworks that take a fragmented 
approach, treat symptoms rather than structural 
causes, and tend to overlook on-the-ground reali-
ties, needs, and priorities of people and communi-
ties in favor of economic development (Alkon & 
Guthman, 2017; Blecha & Leitner, 2014). 
  Community-based efforts involving a wide 
range of actors across food systems frequently 
focus on democratic engagement in policymaking 
processes (Andrée, Clark, Levkoe, & Lowitt, 2019; 
Desmarais, Claeys, & Trauger, 2017; Kennedy & 

Liljeblad, 2016). These food governance networks 
emphasize opportunities for more participatory 
forms of engagement rooted in systems thinking, 
which recognizes the interconnections between 
environmental, social, and economic injustices 
(Ericksen, 2008). Beyond civil society, there is a 
growing awareness among policymakers that food 
systems developed from and shaped by the com-
plex interactions between people, ecosystems, and 
social forces necessitate more joined-up and inte-
grated governance responses. Similarly, food sys-
tems scholars increasingly engage in participatory 
action projects seeking to make productive linkages 
between academic research, policymakers, and 
community organizations in search of tangible 
food systems change (Anderson, Buchanan, Chang, 
Rodriguez, & Wakeford, 2017; Levkoe, Brem-
Wilson, & Anderson, 2019; Reynolds, Block, & 
Bradley, 2018). Attempts at participatory and inte-
grated food policy that engages these varied actors 
across food systems are not without their chal-
lenges. They require innovative governance 
arrangements that cross multiple geographic, scalar, 
and administrative boundaries, raising numerous 
questions about how responsibility is apportioned, 
priorities are set, ideas are implemented, and suc-
cess is measured. 
 In this collective essay, based on a roundtable 
discussion at the 2018 annual meeting of the 
American Association of Geographers (AAG), we 
describe such integrated food governance net-
works—particularly those engaging actors from 
civil society, food policy councils, and academia—
to demonstrate both the promise and challenges of 
pursuing more equitable and sustainable food sys-
tems by addressing policy and programming. We 
begin with a brief review of the literature on inte-
grated governance and anchoring institutions to 
establish a framework for pursuing social and eco-
logical justice in food systems. Then we describe 
several case studies to demonstrate notable suc-
cesses as well as challenges for implementing this 
framework among a range of networks. In particu-
lar, we focus on how different anchor institutions 
foster engagement in food systems governance 
through translocal networks, coalition building, and 
adaptation. We conclude with suggestions for tak-
ing this research, reflection, and action forward. 
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A Framework for Integrated Food 
Systems Governance  
Since the 1970s, neoliberalism has had a major 
impact on food systems governance by devolving 
responsibility from the national and regional level 
to municipalities, private-public partnerships, and 
the nonprofit sector (Peck & Tickell, 2002). This 
shift from government to governance has empha-
sized self-governing capacities while also opening 
new arenas of engagement outside traditional deci-
sion-making spaces (Blue, 2009). Beyond taking on 
the devolved responsibility from the state, this has 
produced tensions surrounding the lack of 
resources and power available for resistance against 
the dominant food system (Blue, 2009; Hackworth, 
2007). In response, many government laws, institu-
tions, policies, and programs are structured in ways 
that separate food-related issues, thus failing to 
consider and address interrelationships. For exam-
ple, departments of health and agriculture often 
have contradicting mandates, with the former 
directing people to eat more nutritious foods while 
the latter directs farmers to produce more com-
modity crops (Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 2000; 
Thibert, 2012). At the same time, many civil society 
organizations and community groups tend to focus 
on the local context in particular places, ignoring 
the ways that external factors impact their work or 
the broader implications of their efforts. Such nar-
rowly focused, sector-specific interventions fail to 
address the root causes of vulnerability. Moragues-
Faus, Sonnino, & Marsden (2017) identified five 
food system governance deficiencies that impinge 
upon food security, namely: the failure to deal with 
cross-scale dynamics; the inability to address persis-
tent inequalities in food rights and entitlements; 
increasing geopolitical and sectorial interdependen-
cies; power imbalances and low institutional capaci-
ties; and conflicting values of key stakeholders. In 
response to these challenges, many activists and 
scholars have called for an integrated approach to 
food systems governance (Barling, Lang, & 
Caraher, 2002; MacRae, 2011) and a networked 
approach to mobilization (Constance, Renard, & 
Rivera-Ferre, 2014; Levkoe, 2014) that relies on 
systems thinking among anchor institutions in sup-
port of sustainable transitions (Ericksen, 2008; 
Hinrichs, 2014). In the remainder of this section, 

we unpack these concepts before presenting our 
case studies of anchor institutions involved in 
integrated food systems governance. 

Food Systems Governance  
The concept of food systems governance can be 
described broadly as the establishment of rules, 
practices, and processes that structure the flows of 
power and control in the food system, from pro-
duction and harvesting to consumption and waste 
management (Jessop, 1998; Kennedy & Liljeblad, 
2016). Governance relationships go well beyond 
interactions with the government, as many civil 
society organizations, small businesses, informal 
associations, and community groups play an active 
role in integrated governance processes, from poli-
cymaking to the provision of social services (Koc, 
MacRae, Desjardins, & Roberts, 2008; Mount, 
2012; Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012). Civil 
society networks have taken a wide range of 
approaches to engagement in governance, with 
some working closely with the state and corporate 
sector, while others seek to work outside formal 
policy and regulation, or to challenge it directly 
(Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman, 2012; Steven-
son, Ruhf, Lezberg, & Clancy, 2008). 
 Sustainability transitions theory has been iden-
tified by scholars as a way for policymakers to con-
ceptualize and adopt food systems thinking by 
addressing the gradual, but potentially revolution-
ary, transition to a more sustainable state (Farla, 
Markard, Raven, & Coenen, 2012; Hinrichs, 2014; 
Markard, Raven, & Truffer, 2012). This scholarship 
examines ways to produce deep-structure changes 
in food systems (including, for example, energy, 
environment, transport, health) by recognizing the 
need to engage multiple private (e.g., firms and 
industries, consumers) and public (e.g., policymak-
ers, civil society) actors in order to transition to a 
sustainable future (Geels, 2011). It calls for involv-
ing actors across social, technical, and political 
spheres at multiples scales in order to address 
wicked problems associated with transitioning 
complex adaptive systems such as agriculture 
(Dentoni Waddell, & Waddock, 2017; Lawhon & 
Murphy, 2011; Pitt & Jones, 2016). This approach 
enables identification of vertical and horizontal 
linkages, drivers, and barriers for producing food 
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system change. Some scholars (such as Marsden, 
2013) have identified ways that such transitions 
thinking can lead to more reflexive agrifood gov-
ernance in which municipalities pursue engagement 
across departments and with more nonstate actors 
in order to link agrifood concerns with health, sus-
tainability, and antipoverty priorities. All these 
evolving approaches make clear the need to inte-
grate actors across food systems in order to pursue 
effective food governance that can promote social 
and ecological justice.  

Anchoring Institutions That Integrate Food 
Systems Governance  
Strategies to influence food systems governance are 
more effective when pursued through networks 
that include a broad range of actors (e.g., academ-
ics, community organizers, producers, harvesters, 
etc.) and bridge sectors, scales, and places (Andrée 
et al., 2019). Several stakeholders—including food 
policy councils, civil society, and academia—serve 
key bridging roles in efforts to integrate food sys-
tems governance. These institutions act as anchors 
for networks within communities by contributing 
to regional economic development, rooting groups 
and people via diverse place-based interventions, 
bridging between diverse stakeholders, and making 
fiscal and infrastructure investments (Birch, Perry, 
& Louis Taylor, 2013; Ehlenz, 2016; Perry, Wiewel, 
& Menendez, 2009). For example, anchoring insti-
tutions can form coalitions with diverse expertise 
by establishing physical ‘third’ spaces for organiz-
ing and interaction, such as The Warehouse con-
structed by Syracuse University in its close by Near 
Westside neighborhood (Cantor, Englot, & Hig-
gins, 2013). Anchor institutions’ missions, capital 
investments, and relationships can tie them geo-
graphically to certain places and provide opportu-
nities for leadership in community development. 
They can also play a valuable role in connecting 
different people, supporting relationships, and 
sharing knowledge among and beyond specific 
places (Levkoe & Stack-Cuttler, 2018; Moragues-
Faus & Sonnino, 2019).  
 An example of an anchoring institution that 
plays a bridging role and supports network collabo-
ration for food systems governance is the food pol-
icy council. Food policy councils bring together a 

range of stakeholders to identify challenges and 
propose strategic solutions to food systems prob-
lems (Gupta et al., 2018; Harper, Shattuck, Holt-
Giménez, Alkon, & Lambrick, 2009; Schiff, 2008). 
Taking a food systems approach, food policy coun-
cils typically exist as nongovernmental organiza-
tions but have either formal or informal relation-
ships with municipalities and/or regional govern-
ments as they build linkages across sectors 
(MacRae & Donahue, 2013; Scherb, Palmer, Frat-
taroli, & Pollack, 2016). Since 2000, the number of 
food policy councils has increased dramatically; in 
2016 there were over 300 across the United States 
and Canada (Sussman & Bassarab, 2017). 
 There are also many other civil society organi-
zations acting as anchoring institutions that estab-
lish and claim bridging roles in food systems gov-
ernance (Carlson & Chappell, 2015; Renting et al., 
2012). For example, between 2008 and 2011, Food 
Secure Canada (a pan-Canadian food movement 
organization) acted as an anchoring institution and 
played a bridging role by assembling multiple local 
initiatives and experiences to create a pan-Canadian 
food policy platform rooted in food sovereignty 
(Levkoe & Sheedy, 2019; People’s Food Policy, 
2011). Moragues-Faus and Sonnino (2019) 
observed in the case study of the Sustainable Food 
Cities Network (SFCN) in the UK that substantial 
power can be mobilized through translocal net-
works that reconfigure the food governance con-
text away from a compartmentalized approach to a 
model that is integrated, cross-sectoral, and partici-
patory. These are important developments to fol-
low because they represent grassroots efforts to 
identify food systems problems and to highlight 
specific ways that place-based, networked initia-
tives anchored in civil society can scale up to affect 
policy (Mount, 2012). 
 Many scholars have also engaged in food sys-
tems governance in partnership with local food 
policy councils and civil society organizations as 
scholar-activists (see, for example, Andrée, 2019; 
Orozco, Ward, & Graddy-Lovelace, 2018; Rey-
nolds, Block, & Bradley, 2018). Importantly, the 
roles of scholars, activists, and scholar-activists can 
be fluid and contested (Reynolds et al., 2018). 
Scholarly research may be undertaken by civil soci-
ety organizations, while academic activities may 
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have activist implications beyond the university’s 
walls. The examples in this paper call attention to 
this fluidity of roles that arise in partnerships be-
tween anchoring institutions. In addition to aca-
demic and organizational partnerships that foster 
research on local food systems (Levkoe, Andrée et 
al., 2016; Romano & Metzo, 2015), some research 
groups (e.g., the Johns Hopkins Center for a Liva-
ble Future1;  Food: Locally Embedded, Globally 
Engaged [FLEdGE]2), and food policy councils 
(e.g., New Orleans Food Policy Advisory Council, 
as discussed below) are housed in academic institu-
tions and are supported by academics throughout 
North America. In this way, universities have 
served as key anchors in governance networks. 

Methods 
To better understand the ways in which networks 
are using anchoring institutions to foster integrated 
governance for building more just and sustainable 
food systems, Hammelman and Levkoe organized 
a special session on this topic at the AAG Annual 
Meeting in New Orleans in April 2018. This ses-
sion brought scholars and practitioners at the fore-
front of integrated food systems governance into a 
conversation about how academics, activists, poli-
cymakers, and other actors can better work 
together in pursuit of common goals. In doing so, 
it built on similar sessions organized at previous 
AAG meetings by members of the Geographies of 
Food and Agriculture Specialty Group (GFASG) 
(see Levkoe, Hammelman et al., 2018; Levkoe, 
McClintock et al., 2016). GFASG members identi-
fied leaders in food systems governance at national 
and local scales as participants. Scholars were 
selected who actively engaged civil society and pol-
icy partners (authors of this paper Agyeman and 
Moragues-Faus), national leaders in food policy 
practice (authors Oliva and Wilson), and local prac-
titioners engaged in food system governance in 
New Orleans (authors Kharod and Munoz). These 

 
1 For more information on the Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, see https://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-
institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-a-livable-future/index.html  
2 For more information the FLEdGE research network, see https://fledgeresearch.ca/  
3 The 100-minute session, titled Activist-Scholar Roundtable—Toward Integrated Food Systems Governance: Policy, Justice, and 
Social Movements, was open to all conference attendees and was promoted by the GFASG. Approximately 75 people attended the 
roundtable presentation and participated in the ensuing discussion. 

participants were chosen to represent diverse initia-
tives engaged in building networks by providing 
deep knowledge grounded in experience pursuing 
food system change. 
 Before the AAG session, the panelists met vir-
tually to introduce themselves and organize and 
structure the discussion. Through collaboratively 
developing a series of guiding questions, the speak-
ers were invited to discuss the pitfalls and possibili-
ties of integrated food policy. After a brief intro-
duction about how they were engaged with food 
policy and governance, each participant discussed 
the following key questions:  

● What is the role of social movements and 
civil society groups in food systems gov-
ernance?  

● How can activists and academics collabo-
rate in this work?  

● What have been some notable successes, 
and what are the challenges?  

● How has social and ecological justice been 
addressed by attempts at integrated food 
policy?  

 Following short presentations, the panel 
engaged in discussion with the audience.3  

 The roundtable discussion was recorded, tran-
scribed, and reviewed by Hammelman and Levkoe 
to identify key themes and illustrative case studies. 
The remaining authors further reflected on the case 
studies and contributed to the framework, analysis 
of the major themes, and conclusions that make up 
the remainder of this essay. Several sections reflect 
on the specific work of an organization or experi-
ence of a co-author, but overall the paper repre-
sents a synthesis of collective reflections. As such, 
we refrain from using first-person in favor of the 
collective first-person plural (we) representations 
of this work. The following section presents case 
studies to illustrate the bridging roles of anchoring 

https://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-a-livable-future/index.html
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institutions, particularly food policy councils, civil 
society, and universities, in integrated food systems 
governance. The case studies also demonstrate the 
importance of flexibility and adaptation when see-
ing success and experiencing challenges. These 
examples are instructive for both scholarship and 
emerging practitioners pursuing integrated food 
systems governance through anchor institutions. 

Integrated Food Systems Governance 
Case Studies 
This section presents a series of case studies that 
collectively demonstrate the current role and 
potential opportunities of anchor institutions in 
pursuing integrated food systems governance. We 
present the case studies in categories relating to 
food policy councils, civil society organizations, 
and universities. We begin with examples of the 
roles of each of these actors in anchoring institu-
tions before considering ways in which anchoring 
institutions themselves pursue networking oppor-
tunities to scale up local efforts and impact govern-
ance. Finally, we consider the possibilities and pit-
falls that arise in this work. 

Perspectives From Within Anchoring Institutions 
Anchoring institutions can play different yet com-
plementary roles in governance networks focused 
on bridging diverse perspectives, sectors, and 
scales. In some networks, food policy councils can 
provide direct linkages to government, while civil 
society engages with grassroots actors and commu-
nities, and academics provide research and critical 
perspectives, and scale up the work of activists. 
These roles vary by network and context and are 
often fluid and interconnected. Each of these 
actors serves an anchoring role through bridging 
between stakeholders in pursuit of systemic change. 
In the following case studies, we discuss the ability 
of such anchoring institutions to empower commu-
nities, connect with those most affected by food 
policy, and foster ongoing coalitions.  

Food Policy Councils: New Orleans Food Policy 
Advisory Council 4 
The New Orleans Food Policy Advisory Council 

 
4 For more information on the New Orleans Food Policy Advisory Council, see http://nolafoodpolicy.org/  

(FPAC) was officially established in 2007 through a 
resolution from the New Orleans City Council. 
Prior to that resolution, the Tulane Prevention 
Research Center (PRC) received a grant from the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to establish the 
FPAC with the goal of increasing food access. The 
initial collaboration between businesses, civil soci-
ety organizations, and individuals revealed the vast 
need for fresh and healthy food following Hurri-
cane Katrina, and so the collaborators pursued 
programs such as the Fresh Food Retailer Initiative 
in response. Today, as an official advisory body to 
the New Orleans City Council, the FPAC is a 
group of 28 organizations, businesses, advocates, 
and individuals working in three areas: food access, 
food production, and food business development. 
The FPAC operates as an independent organiza-
tion with the support of all member organizations, 
including the Tulane PRC, which provides admin-
istrative and fiscal support in addition to maintain-
ing a voting seat. The FPAC aims to foster policy 
change and bridge diverse stakeholders in order to 
gain traction on food systems concerns. In one 
successful initiative, the original FPAC founders 
studied community needs and best practices related 
to food access and issued a set of recommenda-
tions to the city, specifically to attract grocers and 
other food stores back to the city and encourage 
them to make fresh food available. Following these 
recommendations, the Fresh Food Retailer Initia-
tive was established in 2011. This initiative was 
designed to incentivize fresh food access by 
providing low-cost loans and grants to grocers.  
 In 2017, the FPAC conducted a food policy 
assessment and again produced a set of recommen-
dations to policymakers and partners. The assess-
ment was completed by bridging knowledge across 
community organizations and neighborhoods. It 
included recommendations to support infrastruc-
ture for urban farms and to recognize urban agri-
culture as a strategy for collecting rainwater and 
mitigating flooding. These recommendations were 
eventually included in the City Planning Commis-
sion’s master plan. One of the major challenges to 
this has been ensuring that the policies that are rec-
ommended are enacted in a way that addresses the 
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realities of the local context and involves commu-
nity members. The key to this is ensuring that the 
voice of the community is heard in advocating for 
the policies that will affect them, their families, and 
all residents of New Orleans. One way that FPAC 
pursues this is through regular participation in 
community and neighborhood association meet-
ings. For example, an urban agriculture working 
group gathered input throughout the city by pre-
senting at these meetings about its work and seek-
ing feedback on urban agriculture initiatives, aware-
ness of such efforts, and improvements that can be 
made. Through those consultations, FPAC seeks 
diverse opinions about specific policy proposals, 
such as enabling urban farmers to sell products 
directly on site. As it works to bridge the gap 
between the people making policy and those most 
affected, the FPAC strives to understand ways to 
envision a community-driven approach to food 
governance.  

Civil Society: Food Chain Workers Alliance Good Food 
Purchasing Policy5 
The Food Chain Workers Alliance (FCWA) was 
established in 2008 as a binational coalition of food 
worker organizations, which includes farmworkers, 
processing workers, workers in the transportation 
and warehousing sectors, as well as restaurants and 
grocery stores. Together it represents roughly 
350,000 workers in the United States and Canada. 
Early on, the FCWA realized that its work should 
not be trying to convince sustainability or local 
economy organizations that workers should be at 
the forefront of their work. Instead, it was about 
working together with these organizations as part 
of an anchored, systems approach. The FCWA 
agreed that in order to create a broad-based net-
work, it had to come up with something creative 
that would address the food system as a whole. 
The result was the Good Food Purchasing Policy, 
which co-director Joann Lo helped to develop as a 
co-facilitator of a Los Angeles Food Policy Council 
working group.  
 The Good Food Purchasing Policy is a pro-
curement policy that can be adopted by large pub-

 
5 For more information on the Food Chain Workers Alliance’s Good Food Purchasing Policy, see 
https://foodchainworkers.org/?page_id=4235  

lic institutions that consume substantial amounts of 
food, such as school districts (for example, the Los 
Angeles Unified School District, which has 
adopted the GFPP, purchases almost US$150 mil-
lion of food every year). Through education and 
negotiation with other organizations working to 
address issues in the food system, a campaign was 
launched to encourage widespread adoption of the 
GFPP. It was important to FCWA to ensure that 
people at the grassroots remained in leadership 
roles and were directly engaged in carrying forward 
these campaigns. Once the GFPP is adopted, the 
institution agrees to abide by a set of five value cat-
egories representing the interconnections in food 
systems: human health, environmental sustainabil-
ity, animal welfare, local economies, and labor. 
Each adoptee agrees to comply with a baseline on 
all five categories representing the integrated 
impacts of the policy. For municipalities, the values 
are written into the contract language that goes out 
to the food providers. To date, the GFPP has been 
formally adopted in five cities: Austin, Chicago, 
Los Angeles, Oakland, and San Francisco. Follow-
ing the successful development and passage of the 
GFPP in Los Angeles, the Center for Good Food 
Purchasing was established to further manage the 
growing program. Be it school systems or munici-
palities, the GFPP is taking over public space with 
a systems-based approach to food rooted in social 
and ecological justice.  
 Key to the GFPP’s success is the FCWA’s 
multisector, multiracial, demographically represen-
tative coalition in every city. In Los Angeles, the 
first city to pass it (in 2012), the coalition remained 
active. When some of the major industrial food 
corporations came up for contract renewal with the 
Los Angeles Unified School District, the coalition 
worked to ensure that the GFPP was enforced. 
This approach to governance is an innovative 
model led by a civil society organization as the 
anchor institution. In that role, the FCWA con-
tributes to regional economic development while 
also bridging between diverse stakeholders by 
building and sustaining coalitions. Beyond the 
success of the GFPP itself, the coming together of 
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such a diverse group of people around the FCWA 
planted a seed for future food system change. 

Universities: Professor of the Practice 
At Tufts University’s Department of Urban and 
Environmental Policy and Planning, author 
Agyeman established and hired a “professor of the 
practice” in 2008 with the goal of fostering long-
term engagement between the university and com-
munity projects. A professor of the practice is 
someone who has achieved significant accomplish-
ments in community-based work and continues 
active community involvement while also holding 
an academic appointment. This initiative demon-
strates the potential of a university to be an anchor 
institution where academics are responsive and 
engaged in their communities. Agyeman’s initial 
concern was that urban planners often invite com-
munity organizations into their classes, thank them, 
write them a check for an honorarium, and then 
say goodbye, then repeat this pattern year after 
year. This is not a relationship with a community 
but is simply having a community representative 
sporadically provide input into a class. Penn Loh, a 
former executive director of Alternatives for Com-
munity and Environment (ACE), a Boston-based 
environmental justice organization, was brought on 
as the first professor of the practice. This enabled 
the development of a Community Engagement 
Strategy for Tufts’ Urban and Environmental Pol-
icy and Planning (UEP) program. It also bolstered 
a growing relationship with community organiza-
tions as allies rather than just as producers of 
knowledge to be called on intermittently. Ulti-
mately, having the professor of the practice 
position allowed Tufts to explore ways to build 
power in communities to give them a stronger 
voice in decision making and governance. Loh is a 
leader in the environmental and food justice world 
in Boston. On a practical level, this meant that 
academic faculty and students benefited in terms of 
access to community-based projects in both the 
core and elective curriculum. For example, the 
UEP program requires a studio class in the first 
year, where students work in small groups with 
local organizations. Now there are ongoing, year-
to-year relationships with community organizations 
throughout the core curriculum. These projects, 

integrated into the studio class, involve co-
researching community-generated questions. For 
example, this work has contributed to an emerging 
food solidarity economy project in Boston, 
focusing on sharing food resources (Loh & 
Agyeman, 2019). The project has involved Loh, 
Agyeman, student researchers, and a range of 
community organizations in Boston’s vibrant food 
justice and urban agriculture communities. The 
empirical data for the project was drawn from 
secondary sources and qualitative interviews by 
students as well as from Loh and Agyeman’s direct 
engagement with practitioners and projects. 
Building on existing urban food-sharing practices 
in Boston’s lower-income neighborhoods, the 
initiative has demonstrated the emergence of an as 
yet uncoordinated network of food system actors 
who are building solidarity financing that includes 
food justice and encompasses all parts of the food 
system (e.g., taking collective ownership of land, 
establishing shared growing spaces, developing 
shared facilities for food businesses, and launching 
a worker-owned food recycling cooperative). The 
actors are driven by desires for transformation and 
are decommodifying the food system and 
increasing the urban food commons.  
 These networked efforts pursued by the New 
Orleans FPAC, FCWA, and Tuft’s professor of the 
practice recognize and enhance people’s roles in 
food systems governance with communities as pro-
ducers of knowledge and simultaneously enrich the 
university’s programs, while students, in turn, give 
back to communities. In doing so, these sectors 
serve as anchor institutions, creating bridges that 
foster scholar-activist projects.  

Bridging Network Anchors 
While each of the anchoring institutions described 
above generated successes individually, their reach 
and impact at a systems-level are enhanced through 
connecting their work. This includes building part-
nerships to implement research and projects in 
pursuit of sustainable food systems transitions. 
This section provides illustrative case studies to 
demonstrate what partnerships look like that strive 
to break down the barriers between siloed policy 
actors and provide a new, integrated lens on food 
system concerns.  
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Research Informing Practice and Policy: New Orleans 
Farm and Food Network 6/596 Acres 7 
The New Orleans Farm and Food Network 
(NOFFN) was established in 2002 to support the 
building of a new food economy through increas-
ing markets for farmers, incubating farms, and 
training new farmers. Its biggest accomplishment 
has been the ability to catalyze a diverse population 
that is actively engaged in efforts to ensure that the 
regional food system is more responsive to social 
and ecological justice. One way it accomplishes this 
goal is by serving as a bridge in building partner-
ships among unlikely allies (such as the New Orle-
ans Business Alliance) involved in the food system.  
 Learning from its work with activists and 
scholars and seeing the value of coordination, 
NOFFN began research projects in partnership 
with academic and activist scholars to answer ques-
tions and respond to problems that arose. For 
example, NOFFN wanted to create a map of 
vacant lots that were available through the redevel-
opment authority. This was part of an Urban 
Farming Toolkit to assist urban farmers in access-
ing vacant land. It included paperwork guidance 
(water access, property liability, farm registration, 
landowner/tenant farmer agreements, etc.) along 
with business guidance (market farming, loans, 
grants). It began by creating a Google map, but 
quickly realized it did not contain the right infor-
mation and things were changing so fast that it 
quickly became out of date. NOFFN reached out 
to a group called 596 Acres focused on developing 
tools for land access advocacy. The organization 
came up with a way of harvesting, representing, 
and sharing publicly available data on vacant land, 
in an open and transparent way. This collaborative 
project forced the redevelopment authority to 
explain how they were going to dispose of land for 
farmers. The results also contributed to the Urban 
Farming Toolkit. The first step in this project was 
coordinating among actors to initiate research—
finding publicly available data and creating a mech-
anism, which in this case is an app that makes this 
data accessible to farmers. The second part was 

 
6 For more information on New Orleans Farm and Food Network, see https://www.noffn.org/  
7 For more information on 596 Acres, see http://596acres.org/  
8 For more information about Food Secure Canada, see https://foodsecurecanada.org/  

having a community organization that was willing 
to be the advocate for increasing land access. This 
case study of the NOFFN demonstrates how 
building partnerships to affect governance can 
engage in community-based research and work 
with community stakeholders, but also be 
adaptable to rapidly changing environments.  

Partnerships to Enhance Food Policy Engagement: 
Food Secure Canada 8 
Food Secure Canada (FSC) is a civil society organi-
zation that works to advance the interrelated goals 
of a healthy, just, and sustainable food system 
across Canada. As a national network of both indi-
vidual and organizational members, FSC operates 
as an intermediary between grassroots food move-
ment organizations and activists on the one hand, 
and federal policy-makers and government officials 
on the other, linking grassroots efforts to develop-
ments and openings for advocacy at the federal 
level. Creating a national food policy has been one 
of the core campaign objectives of FSC over the 
past decade. There is broad acknowledgment, not 
only with Canada’s food movements, but also 
across the food system, that the current approach 
to food policy in Canada is not working, especially 
for those most marginalized. Recognizing that 
siloed departments, each with their own objectives 
and priorities, can only go so far, FSC members 
argued that an integrated approach was needed that 
would connect food-related concerns in health and 
well-being, agriculture, and the environment. New 
prospects for integrated food systems governance 
action emerged in 2015 when the Liberal party was 
elected, offering a much more progressive political 
agenda. The mandate letter to the new federal min-
ister of agriculture announced a commitment to 
developing a national food policy and officially 
began consultations in 2017 via an online survey, a 
National Food Summit with over 300 participants, 
regional stakeholder roundtables, along with vari-
ous meetings and presentations by government 
officials. In September 2018, the government 
shared a summary of the feedback provided 
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through the consultations, and in the summer of 
2019 released the Food Policy for Canada 
(Government of Canada, 2019).  
 FSC’s approach to this national food policy 
process has been twofold. First, it engaged directly 
in the consultation process in an attempt to 
advance strategic policy principles to provide real 
gains or useful language to build on in the future. 
However, FSC’s activities were not solely about 
policy advocacy in the traditional sense. Its focus 
has also been on movement building, an equally, if 
not more, important task. Movement building 
occurred through an intentional focus, not only on 
the final food policy, but also on mobilizing and 
engaging organizations and individuals in an 
attempt to prefigure a participatory and democratic 
approach to food systems governance, and 
strengthening the capacity of new and existing net-
works. This approach envisions policy as not just 
something that is achieved on paper, but as a space 
that is created to build relationships and capacity 
and imagine a different kind of food system.  

Reflections on Possibilities and Pitfalls of Integrated 
Food Systems Governance Through Networks 
Operating within integrated governance networks 
presents many possibilities but is also challenging. 
It can be messy, uncomfortable, and at times it is 
not possible to manage tensions. In this section, we 
reflect on the experiences of anchoring institutions 
using networks to pursue transformational change 
via integrated governance mechanisms. In particu-
lar, the case studies presented here call for building 
more creative structures that recognize the various 
roles played by scholar-activists in the broad cate-
gories of civil society, academia, and food policy; 
recognizing the competing priorities and limita-
tions for each of these actors; and through both 
ensuring that research can lead to mutually benefi-
cial and actionable outcomes.  

Building creative structures 
Diversity and creativity are key ideas in building 
networks. Within food movements, the many dif-
ferent needs and visions do not always work well 
together. It is important to recognize the different 

 
9 For more information on the Oxford Real Farming Conference, see http://orfc.org.uk/  

roles that these stakeholders—civil society, aca-
demia, and food policy councils—can play in trans-
forming the dominant food system. Some (such as 
grassroots advocacy groups or tenured professors) 
can pursue more radical action and question state 
actions or strategies, while others (such as govern-
ment-based food policy councils) must pursue 
reform from within and tread more lightly. Con-
frontational activities can be as important as those 
that involve negotiating public policies with gov-
ernments. In some cases, academics can also pro-
vide an important critical voice. Civil society organ-
izations that work in partnership with governments 
or seek to influence policy decisions do not always 
feel free to critique government positions. Aca-
demics can play an important role in articulating a 
more critical or long-term vision of food system 
transformation and in occupying an adversarial 
space that is difficult for some civil society organi-
zations or food policy councils. For example, dur-
ing the consultation process for developing a 
national food policy for Canada, it was useful to 
have the voices of academics and researchers 
alongside those of civil society organizations, at 
times echoing the positions of FSC and at times 
pushing even further in their articulation of food 
sovereignty and decolonization. This exemplifies 
the ways that each anchor institution in a network 
can leverage its voice. 
 Embracing a diversity of positions calls for a 
more fluid and flexible understanding of govern-
ance. That is, interactions and alliances that have 
not established who can participate or how deci-
sions are made are still valuable and can contribute 
to a transformative project. Unstructured interac-
tions range from campaigns that connect people 
across the globe to creating spaces of deliberation 
and networking. For example, the Oxford Real 
Farming Conference is a space where activists, 
organizations, public institutions, small farmers, 
and entrepreneurs come together to address food 
system challenges in the UK and beyond.9 These 
unstructured interactions can be facilitated by indi-
viduals, groups, or institutions, which actively cre-
ate emerging and fluid spaces for wider transfor-
mation. Relationships can then be fragile, time-
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bound and even confrontational. However, they 
can still hold key values such as the capacity to cel-
ebrate the diversity of eaters in the food system 
and allow surfacing of conflicts and new avenues 
for their resolution. 

Recognizing competing priorities and limitations 
Just as different institutions pursue different tactics 
for change, they may also encounter competing 
priorities and limitations to further collaboration. 
The rewards for civil society engagement (e.g., gal-
vanizing government and public interest in a topic) 
do not always align with the rewards for academic 
engagement (e.g., peer-reviewed publications). 
Envisioning projects seeking such different out-
comes (and timelines) can create tension, while rec-
ognizing the value of different types of research 
projects opens up more avenues for collaborative 
action.  
 For FSC, there were many benefits that 
emerged from the food policy consultation pro-
cess, some of which remain valuable regardless of 
the final policy outcomes. The opportunity to con-
tribute to the creation of a national food policy gal-
vanized not only the food movement but also pub-
lic interest in food issues more broadly. Based on 
an analysis of the shifts in the government’s dis-
course and stated priorities for the national food 
policy, FSC (alongside other civil society actors) 
was successful in pushing the government to adopt 
more progressive and substantive language (e.g., 
around food security and land preservation), as 
well as to force them to include elements in the 
food policy not present in its original presentation 
(e.g., the right to food, Indigenous food sover-
eignty). However, despite these gains, the national 
food policy appears to remain entrenched in many 
of the previous divisions that have plagued food 
policy, thus failing to outline a clear path forward 
that will integrate health, economic sustainability, 
and environmental protection.  
 Similarly, the New Orleans FPAC’s 2017 food 
policy assessment and related recommendations to 
city council strengthened its relationships with local 
government. In 2018, city council recognized 
FPAC’s achievements in bridging sectors and 
research across the food system by designating it as 
an official advisory body. As the only organization 

from the food sector serving this role, FPAC 
makes recommendations to the city council via 
consultation with individual council members, in 
quarterly reports, and through a public meeting at 
the end of each year. It also produces public 
reports and holds public meetings on food and 
agriculture matters. These research and policy 
products are developed by the FPAC as a bridge 
among many different food system stakeholders, 
many of which rely on FPAC to be the policy voice 
for its collaboratives. 
 In addition to civil society research products, 
scholar-activist collaborations often seek academic 
publications (such as this paper). These differing 
products and related priorities highlight that the 
rewards for academic work may not align with 
those of civil society partners. Many academic part-
ners must pursue peer-reviewed publications from 
such projects in order to receive recognition for 
the work within their institutions. Yet, civil society 
partners may find those goals and timelines to be 
burdensome. In response, a number of academic 
journals have developed to encourage and support 
diverse types of contributions. For example, Local 
Environment (co-founded by Agyeman in 1996) pro-
vides different avenues for publication, including a 
regular column that is not peer-reviewed (the Jour-
nal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Develop-
ment and the Canadian Food Studies/La Revue canadi-
enne des études sur l’alimentation offer similar types of 
opportunities). With those pieces, practitioners can 
have their work published fairly quickly, in contrast 
to the lengthy timeline of peer review and editing 
for traditional articles. Including these opportuni-
ties reflects Local Environment’s aim to create a dia-
logue between academics and practitioners through 
valuing nontraditional publication platforms. While 
these are positive developments, more effort 
should be made to include researchers and practi-
tioners positioned outside the university in the 
publication and review process (Levkoe, Schembri, 
& Wilson, 2018), and more academic value needs 
to be placed on public scholarship (e.g., tweets, 
blogs, media concepts) that galvanizes public inter-
est in a topic. 
 Finally, academia is still seen by many civil 
society practitioners as a privileged space where 
exploitation—in the form of limited funding and 
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recognition for community-engaged alternative 
food systems research—contributes to reinforcing 
dominant discourses around food system chal-
lenges and solutions. Furthermore, academic 
spaces are contentious spaces where notions of 
“valid knowledge” are disputed in ways that 
empower or disempower particular actors and nar-
ratives. For these reasons, it is important to build 
alliances with social movements that help trans-
form academic institutions. Among others, this 
includes asking what types of knowledge are higher 
education institutions producing and rewarding? 
Are universities a public good or a business that 
needs to generate revenues? Many academics are 
now engaged in creating trust and working rela-
tionships with civil society in a productive way, as 
evidenced by the case studies presented in this col-
lective essay. This is also evident in action research 
projects engaging students in co-producing knowl-
edge and actively changing the local foodscape 
where they live (such as the Food Research Collec-
tive at Cardiff University10). However, there are 
many civil society groups that could benefit from 
action research and co-production processes that 
do not currently have access to that support. It is 
urgent to reflect on what kinds of needs are being 
addressed, who is involved in partnerships, and 
why. This approach demands a more careful and 
caring academia that broadens its scope and mis-
sion and engages with those places that are out of 
reach, at the margins, or within everyday and 
mundane initiatives.  

Producing actionable outcomes 
Differing civil society and academic incentives also 
encounter challenges in producing material that 
spurs concrete, tangible change. In post-Katrina 
New Orleans, there were many assessments, re-
search studies, and surveys produced by research-
ers within and outside of the city (sometimes sur-
veying the same neighborhood simultaneously). 
Unfortunately, much of the research produced sits 
on library shelves or was published in journals that 
are inaccessible to the community. This reinforces 
a sense of distrust toward academic research. The 

 
10 For more information about the Food Research Collective, see  
https://foodresearch.org.uk/publications/participatory-action-research-with-local-communities-transforming-our-food-system/  

New Orleans FPAC is housed within an academic 
institution and was founded within Tulane Univer-
sity’s Prevention Research Center. It continues to 
struggle to ensure that its work is relevant, infor-
mative, and accessible to food systems decision-
makers. For instance, the FPAC recently com-
pleted a series of food policy assessments asking 
key informants, partners, stakeholders, and com-
munity groups about the policy gaps and barriers 
they encounter. The information collected through 
these assessments made apparent that many people 
do not understand what food policy is and how it 
affects their lives. Addressing these concerns, the 
collaborative committee used the assessment data 
to create a food system strategic plan (Munoz-
Miller, n.d.). The assessment process produced a 
concrete list of related recommendations on which 
FPAC and its partners are committed to act. It also 
raised the FPAC’s profile with city council, result-
ing in the aforementioned resolution authorizing 
the FPAC as an official advisory body. Food policy 
councils, civil society organizations, and academic 
institutions can serve important anchoring roles in 
bringing to the forefront actions led by those most 
affected by the negative impacts of the dominant 
food systems. However, scaling up such work 
should also serve as a bridge to stakeholders that 
can produce actionable outcomes.  

Conclusion 
This paper describes several efforts of integrated 
food system governance through which food 
policy councils, civil society, and academics serve 
as anchoring institutions pursuing systems-level 
transitions to more just and sustainable food 
systems. In doing so, we presented case studies of 
networked approaches from the perspective of 
different anchoring institutions, the roles that 
actors can play in these networks, and the possi-
bilities and pitfalls encountered in this work. Each 
case study provides dimension to our framework 
of integrated food systems governance, while also 
providing examples for activists and scholars seek-
ing to establish collaborations for food system 
change. 
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 Food policy councils, civil society organiza-
tions, and academic institutions can serve as 
anchoring institutions to respond to food crises at 
multiple scales through integrated food systems 
governance. These networks aim to build coali-
tions fostering healthy food retail (e.g., New 
Orleans FPAC) and ensure fair labor and 
accountability in purchasing chains (e.g., FCWA’s 
Good Food Purchasing Policy) via ongoing 
partnerships between academics (e.g., the pro-
fessor of the practice position) and civil society 
(e.g., creating maps of public data to support 
redistribution of vacant land), and by networking 
across all of these actors through public 

consultations to shift the dialogue on regional and 
national food policies.  
 We are convinced that the transition to more 
just and sustainable food systems will not occur 
through individually focused efforts. Instead, it will 
require collaboration among the many sectors and 
actors that produce and reproduce food systems on 
a daily basis. We present this collective essay as an 
invitation to our partners throughout food systems 
to find avenues to collaborate and build on the 
contributions made by anchoring institutions so as 
to have a greater impact on creating food system 
governance that is responsive to the communities 
that are most affected by the crisis. 
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