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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Food sovereignty and its connections with rural communities are complex and may be 
underappreciated. Rural food sovereignty is the best guarantee of dependable, healthy 
food supplies for a broader range of Canadians.1 Rural communities in Canada represent 
diverse growing environments and cultural, political and economic conditions2 and make 
significant contributions to Canadian food sovereignty yet face numerous challenges 
that could be aided by government policies.3  As strategies to enhance rural food 
sovereignty have been shown to generate greater food availability and accessibility, 
then the adoption of such strategies could be justified as sound policy and practice.  
 
Food sovereignty is understood as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally 
appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and 
their right to define their own food and agriculture system.”4  Food sovereignty 
emphasizes farmers’ access to land, seeds, and water while focusing on local autonomy, 
local markets, local production-consumption cycles, energy and technological 
sovereignty, and farmer-to-farmer networks.5 While not an exhaustive study, we focus 
on food sovereignty in rural settings. Policy avenues beneficial to rural and local food 
systems are identified.6–10  The introduction of the first Food Policy for Canada, for 
example, is seen as an important opportunity to strengthen supports that bolster rural 
food sovereignty and more sustainable and healthy food options. Such transformation 
of agriculture needs to be guided by ecological change along with changes in the social, 
political, cultural, and economic arenas that help determine agriculture.5  
 
ISSUES 
Findings reveal that policy change often is top-down, driven by a technocratic approach 
and urban focus, and policies may operate in isolation or in opposition.11 Planners are 
aware that food security and sovereignty issues affect communities differently.  Rural 
areas are facing rising global challenges of climate change, financial crises, food price 
volatility, and commodity price increases. Yet these pressing environmental, social, and 
economic concerns frequently are managed by separate government ministries or 
NGOs.12  

• Governmental land planning prioritizes commercial, residential and industrial 
uses13 and as such impedes land access for small-scale agriculture and rural 
communities because market values inflate land costs.  

• “Farmer autonomy and control are fast eroding. As farmers lose that control, they 
lose the ability to make effective long-term plans. And Canadians lose sovereignty 
over their territory and their food systems.”14  
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• Government regulations and policies have led to highly centralized infrastructure 
for food production (e.g., abattoirs, grain storage), and threaten the ability of 
smaller growers to sustainably produce and process food for regional consumers 
by favouring industrial, large-scale food production businesses.13 

• Without governmental support for or subsidies to the production of sustainable 
foods, markets control the type of and how crops are grown.13 

• Government economic policies, including the absence of “a living wage” and rural 
transportation systems, add to rural social isolation and poverty and less available, 
accessible and affordable foods.15 

• Every year, roughly one third of all food produced – 1.3bn tonnes – is lost in 
harvest or storage, or wasted by consumers.16  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
A variety of actions by governments, private sector and voluntary actors are 
recommended to support rural food sovereignty. Governments might help increase 
support for local food through actions like offering subsidies to producers and placing 
greater emphases on procurement policies based on local suppliers.  Small and mid-
sized businesses may become inclined to collaborate around forging regional markets, 
diversifying market opportunities.17,18  Community organizations, like food cooperatives, 
should be aided in their promotion of local and regional food production and 
consumption and in facilitating food sovereignty.  
 
Actions to advance food sovereignty might include recognising that food, prosperity and 
sustainability issues are interconnected and must be tackled together.18,19  With the 
issues in food sovereignty, priority should be given to Indigenous communities as well as 
rural, northern, remote regions. Governments could ensure policies are developed with 
rural and indigenous perspectives to enable interconnection and effectiveness of 
policies. Policy strategies ought to prioritize interventions to mitigate climate change 
and increase food price availability and decrease commodity price volatility through 
reducing food waste and increasing plant-rich approaches.20  Policy initiatives are 
needed to improve harvesting techniques, storage facilities, and innovations in the bio-
economy. By averting the loss of food, this would reduce pressures on food production, 
save on land, water, fertilizer use, and carbon emissions.16 Protection of land for food 
production and rural communities needs to be emphasized.21 Increasing food 
sovereignty will require integration of long established examples of successful 
community-based local agriculture that are more ecological, biodiverse, local, 
sustainable, and socially just. Such systems have fed much of the world for centuries and 
continue to feed people in many parts of the planet.5  Partnerships across sectors can 
work together to remediate rural social isolation and increase access to affordable 
foods.  To increase its leadership in food sovereignty, governments may seek to 
incorporate the perspectives of rural food businesses into policy formation, decision-
making as significant drivers of rural well-being. In this context, new policies for food 
sovereignty would seek to capitalize on the beneficial relationships between food 
sovereignty and health, environmental sustainability and rural development19 and the 
emerging opportunities in sustainable, plant-rich diets.22–24 



The image part with relationship ID rId1 was not found in the file. The image part with relationship ID rId1 was not found in the file. 

 
 
 

  Rural Policy Learning Commons - Briefing Paper - Rural food sovereignty: the foundation of food sovereignty for all Canadians  
 

 3 

 
 
 
PREPARED BY  
Danielle Robinson, Rural Studies PhD Candidate, University of Guelph, Ontario, Canada, 
with support from a grant from the RPLC Governance Network.   
Advisor: Dr. Kathleen Kevany, Associate Professor, Department of Business & Social 
Sciences at Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia, Canada,  
Please contact Danielle Robinson drobin11@uoguelph.ca for further information. 
 
REFERENCES  
1. Anderson, M. D. Roles of Rural Areas in Sustainable Food System Transformations. Dev. 58, 

256–262 (2015). 
2. Wiebe, Nettie & Wipf, K. Nuturing Food Sovereignty in Canada. in Food Sovereignty in 

Canada: Creating Just and Sustainable Food Systems (ed. Wittman, Hannah; Desmarais, 
Annette Aurelie; Wiebe, N.) 1–19 (Fernwood Pub, 2011). 

3. Levkoe, C. Food sovereignty in Canada: creating just and sustainable food systems. J. Peasant 
Stud. 40, 293–297 (2013). 

4. La Via Campesina. Via Campesina - Globalizing hope, globalizing the struggle ! (2018). 
Available at: https://viacampesina.org/en/. (Accessed: 18th April 2018) 

5. Altieri, M. A. Agroecology, small farms, and food sovereignty. Mon. Rev. 61, 102–113 (2009). 
6. Martorell, H. Policy Landscape for Northern and Remote Indigenous Food Sovereignty. (2017). 
7. Martorell, H. Policy Responses to Food Insecurity in Canada. (2017). 
8. Wittman, H. From protest to policy: The challenges of institutionalizing food sovereignty. Can. 

Food Stud. / La Rev. Can. des études sur l’alimentation 2, 174 (2015). 
9. Desmarais, A. A. Public policies for food sovereignty : social movements and the state Public 

Policies for Food Sovereignty Social Movements and the State. 226 (2017). 
10. Knickel, K. et al. Between aspirations and reality: Making farming, food systems and rural 

areas more resilient, sustainable and equitable. J. Rural Stud. 59, 197–210 (2018). 
11. Food Secure Canada. Canadian Policy Landscape for Local, Sustainable Food Systems. (2017). 
12. Raworth, K. A Safe and Just Space for Humanity. (2012). 
13. Food Secure Canada. Discussion Paper: Food Sovereignty in Rural and Remote Communities. 

14 (2015). 
14. National Farmers Union (NFU). Losing our grip: How a corporate farmland buy-up, rising farm 

debt, and agribusiness financing of inputs threaten family farms and food sovereignty. (2010). 
15. Lauzon, A. Food Insecurity and the Rural Elderly | Al Lauzon | Pulse | LinkedIn. (2017). 

Available at: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/food-insecurity-rural-elderly-al-lauzon/. 
(Accessed: 10th April 2018) 

16. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Global food losses and food waste: Extent, causes 
and prevention. (2011). Available at: 
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ags/publications/GFL_web.pdf. (Accessed: 20th 
August 2011) 

17. Raworth, K. Doughnut EconomicsSeven Ways to Think Like a 21st-Century Economist. Random 
House (2017). 

18. Edelman, M. et al. Introduction: critical perspectives on food sovereignty. J. Peasant Stud. 41, 
911–931 (2014). 

19. Trauger, A. Toward a political geography of food sovereignty: transforming territory, 
exchange and power in the liberal sovereign state. J. Peasant Stud. 41, 1131–1152 (2014). 

20. Hawken, P. Drawdown: The most comprehensive plan ever proposed to reverse global 



The image part with relationship ID rId1 was not found in the file. The image part with relationship ID rId1 was not found in the file. 

 
 
 

  Rural Policy Learning Commons - Briefing Paper - Rural food sovereignty: the foundation of food sovereignty for all Canadians  
 

 4 

warming. (Penguin, 2017). 
21. Connell, D. J. et al. Food sovereignty and agricultural land use planning: The need to integrate 

public priorities across jurisdictions. J. Agric. Food Syst. Community Dev. 3, 117–124 (2013). 
22. Mason, P. & Lang, T. Sustainable diets: How ecological nutrition can transform consumption 

and the food system. (2017). 
23. Tallman, P. & Ruscigno, M. The restore-our-planet diet: food choices, our environment, and 

our health. (2015). 
24. Food Secure Canada. Policy Atlas Local and Sustainable Food Systems. (2017). 
 
 


