
Food Justice Workshop
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• A good place to begin any discussion about 
food justice is to look at definitions and 
terms used in discussing the issue.  
!

• What follows are definitions and 
commentary for the terms food insecurity, 
food desert, food justice and food 
sovereignty.  
!

• It is important to be clear about what 
food justice is in order to truly practice it 
in our communities.
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Food Insecurity

• Food insecurity is the inability to meet your daily food 
intake, which includes good nutrition, access to food 
and the ability to prepare and store food –as a result 
of the current food system and other systems of 
oppression. The fact that we live in a for-profit food 
system means that some people will not have access 
to healthy food, since the nature of the current food 
system is to focus on profits and not the rights of 
people. Also, cheap food (junk food and fast food) is 
highly subsidized in the current food system, which 
means that those who cannot afford healthy food will 
more likely consume junk or fast food.

3



Food Desert
A food desert is a district with little or no access to 

large grocery stores that offer fresh and affordable 
foods needed to maintain a healthy diet. A term first 
used in the 1970s by sociologists to name an urban 
phenomenon. This term is problematic on several 
levels. First, a desert is a vibrant ecosystem, so 
calling it a food desert is inaccurate. Secondly, this 
definition limits food access to grocery stores, but it 
also should include a lack of farmers markets or land 
that could be used for growing food. Lastly, it is 
problematic because it ignores the historical factors 
which have determined the limited availability of 
healthy food in certain neighborhoods. A more 
accurate term might be Food Apartheid.  
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Food Justice

• Food justice seeks to ensure that the benefits and 
risks of where, what, and how food is grown, 
produced, transported, distributed, accessed and 
eaten are shared fairly. Food justice represents a 
transformation of the current food system, 
including but not limited to eliminating disparities 
and inequities. One example of food justice would 
be where migrant workers made a livable wage and 
have safe and decent housing conditions. Food 
banks and food charity is not food justice. While it 
is important to have food banks or soup kitchens, if 
we do not address the causes of food insecurity, 
then these actions are nothing more than food 
charity.
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7 Pillars of Food Justice
• Eating Healthy Food is a Right. 
• The current global food system must be resisted and dismantled. 
• Food Justice recognizes that the causes of food disparity are the 

result of multiple systems of oppression (White Supremacy, 
Capitalism, Patriarchy, Ablism, Heterosexism, Anthropocentrism), 
which means that to practice food justice we must do the work 
through an intersectional lens. 

• Food Justice advocates must focus on working with the most 
marginalized and vulnerable populations, which are communities of 
color, communities in poverty, immigrants, children, our elders, 
women, people who identify as LGBTQ, those with disabilities and 
people experiencing homelessness. 

• Food Justice require us to work towards the elimination of 
exploitation in our food system, both exploitation of humans and 
animals. 

• Food Justice demands that we grow food in such a way that preserves 
ecological biodiversity and promotes sustainability in all aspects. 

• Provide resources and skill sharing so that people can be collectively 
more food self-sufficient.
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Food Sovereignty
• "Food sovereignty", a term coined by members of Via 

Campesina in 1996, is about the right of peoples to 
define their own food systems. Advocates of food 
sovereignty put the people who produce, distribute and 
consume food at the centre of decisions on food 
systems and policies, rather than the demands of 
markets and corporations that they believe have come 
to dominate the global food system. Food sovereignty is 
practiced when everyone has the opportunity to 
determine the kind of food system they want, as long as 
it operates within an ecologically sustainable manner. 
http://viacampesina.org/en/index.php/main-issues-
mainmenu-27/food-sovereignty-and-trade-mainmenu-38 
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Watch the Via Campesina video on  
Food Sovereignty  

https://vimeo.com/27473286 
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How we got the food system we have?
• Industrial capitalism moved people from rural areas to urban spaces, which 

diminished the number of people growing their own food and led to greater 
monopolization of food production. Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle – see 
graphics on pages 10 & 11. The Industrial Food System has required the 
exploitation of workers and the brutalization of animals. See images on 
page 12 & 13. 

• Food Policy 
• Food preservation changed from home–canned and seasonal eating to 

industrial food processing/preserving and refrigeration allowed people to 
store some foods longer. 

• Transportation systems evolved to allow food to be transported further – 
trains, boats, trucks, planes – so that people were eating more out of their 
bio-region. How far food travels http://www.cuesa.org/page/how-far-
does-your-food-travel-get-your-plate. Infographic on food waste in the 
agri-business system http://www.flickr.com/photos/
bestfootforwardphotos/8510076194/sizes/k/in/photostream/ on pages 14 - 
16.    

• Chemicals and fossil fuel fertilizers became more common and eventually 
dominated agriculture production after WWII. http://
www.texascenter.org/almanac/Land/PESTICIDESP1.HTML 
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• The number of farmers reduced, which allowed for the 
consolidation of land and the monopolization of food 
production. 
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Controlled Animal  
Feeding Operations  
(CAFOs)

Slaughterhouses
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Real Cost of Food/Hidden Cost 
of Food

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bO_XMq0bonA 
  
!
!
!
!

!
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Vandana Shiva on GMO Seeds

http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=vi1FTCzDSck 
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Water Diversion in Agriculture

Agriculture is the largest user of water in the United States. 
More importantly, The United States Department of 
Agriculture reports that agriculture accounts for 
approximately 80 percent of the United States’ consumptive 
water use. Irrigation alone is the largest consumer of water. 
As much as 50% of water used in irrigation evaporates; this 
is a diversion because the water is leaving the watershed in 
gas form. In Dave Dempsey’s book, On the Brink, it is said 
that two billion gallons of water are used per day to produce 
food, beer, milk, vegetables, fruit, grain, feed and livestock. 
When these products are produced in the Great Lakes Basin 
and shipped to other regions, water leaves the basin which 
is termed “virtual” or “embedded” water. This is also 
considered a diversion. http://flowforwater.org/issues/
diversions-and-exports/ 28
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Fossil Fuel-based Synthetic Fertilizer

• A relatively small amount of the nitrogen contained in 
fertilizers applied to the soil is actually absorbed by 
plants. The rest runs off into waterways, where it 
creates massive "algal blooms." The overgrown nitrate-
fed algae starve water of oxygen, suffocating fish and 
other aquatic life and creating huge “dead zones” in 
lakes and oceans. The number of identified oceanic 
dead zones has grown from 60 in 1995 to 405 in 2008.2 
The Mississippi River fertilizes a dead zone in the Gulf 
of Mexico that fluctuates in size from 3,000 to 8,000 
square miles.3 

• Runoff nitrogen also leaches into groundwater, 
contaminating drinking water and creating widespread 
health hazards. http://www.organicvalley.coop/why-
organic/synthetic-fertilizers/ 30
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Food Brokers
• A food broker is an independent sales agent that works in negotiating 

sales for food producers and manufacturers. Food brokers work for 
both producers and buyers of food as they help sell food products to 
chain wholesalers, retail stores, independent wholesalers and more. 
!

• In most cases food brokers only sell their clients products within a 
local geographic area. However in many cases the products that they 
are selling have been produced or manufactured overseas or outside 
of their geographic region. 
!

• Food brokers have additional responsibilities stemming from 
negotiating sales. In many cases they will also help keep producers 
and manufacturers up-to-date on the local market situation. This  
can help increase the sales volume of the producers and 
manufacturers – those producing more work and income for the food 
broker. http://www.foodbrokers.org/ 31
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Food Processing Companies

• http://www.foodprocessing.com/top100/
top-100-2013/ 
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Food Packaging Companies

• http://www.profilefilms.com/
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Processed Food Distributors

http://www.fooddistribution.net/processed-foods-distributors-
group/ 

http://www.profilefilms.com/
http://www.fooddistribution.net/processed-foods-distributors-group/
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http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/sites/
default/files/Public%20Research%20Private
%20Gain%20Report%20April%202012.pdf 
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Food Research Facilities
• Natural and artificial flavors are defined for the 

consumer in the Code of Federal Regulations. A key line 
from this definition is the following: “a natural flavor is 
the essential oil, oleoresin, essence or extractive, 
protein hydrolysate, distillate, or any product of 
roasting, heating or enzymolysis, which contains the 
flavoring constituents derived from a spice, fruit or 
fruit juice, vegetable or vegetable juice, edible yeast, 
herb, bark, bud, root, leaf or similar plant material, 
meat, seafood, poultry, eggs, dairy products, or 
fermentation products thereof, whose significant 
function in food is flavoring rather than nutritional.” So 
the flavor has no other function but to fool the brain 
into thinking it is consuming the real thing. Just as 
their artificial counterparts, all natural flavors are 
created in labs with chemicals. 36



Nutritionists & Nutrition Associations

37
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Agricultural Associations

• http://www.ncga.com/home 
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Food Speculators

• http://www.wdm.org.uk/food-speculation
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Big Ag funds Political Candidates

• http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/totals.php?cycle=2014&ind=A
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Farm Subsidies  
Environmental Working Group 

http://farm.ewg.org/region.php?fips=00000  

• Nationally $277.3 billion in subsidies 1995-2011 
• Michigan $4.61 billion in subsidies 1995-2011 
• http://farm.ewg.org/region.php?fips=26000
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Lobbyists & Legislation
• http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/lobbying.php?cycle=2014&ind=A 

• Total for Agribusiness: $149,818,306
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US Foreign Food Aid
• The United States is the world’s largest donor of food aid, 

supplying 60 percent of the total. Since the United States began 
its current food-aid programs in 1961, it has helped 3 billion 
people in 150 countries in Europe, Asia, Latin America, the 
Caribbean, and Africa. In fiscal year 2012, the U.S. government 
provided almost $2 billion in emergency and development food 
assistance around the world. In FY 2012: 
!

• the top recipients of emergency food aid were all in Africa: 
Ethiopia, Sudan, South Sudan, Somalia, and Chad. 

• the top recipients of development food aid were in Africa and 
Asia: Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Malawi, and South Sudan. 

• In Latin America (and the Caribbean), the top food-aid recipients 
were: Haiti, Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, and Honduras.
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http://www.walmartsubsidywatch.org/ 
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Food Advertising

• Over 100 Billion are spent in the US 
annually 

• 10 billion to target children with unhealthy 
foods – TV commercials, product placement, 
online, events, in schools, stores, etc. 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=LQcxDmSYVRc  

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=KTkfZMsCyHY 
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Michigan Farm Burea

• https://www.michfb.com/mi/  
!

!

!

!

• http://www.mcfn.org/uploads/
documents/2013Lobby200.pdf 
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Chain Restaurants

Applebees 
Cheers 
Bagger Daves 
Noodles & Company 
Fridays 
Chilis 
Qdoba 
Bennigans 
Buffalo Wild Wings 
IHop 54



Michigan Dept. of Agriculture

• http://www.michigan.gov/mdard 
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Government Food Assistance Programs
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
Women, Infants & Children (WIC) 
Child & Adult Care Food Programs (CACFP) 
Head Start  
School Lunch & Breakfast Programs 
Summer Food Service Program 
Elderly Nutrition Program 
Emergency Food Assistance Program 
Commodity Distribution Program 
Food Distribution on Indian Reservations (FDIRP) 
http://www.nutrition.gov/food-assistance-programs 
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Institutional Food Service
Schools - GRPS (Gordon Foods http://
www.gfs.com/en) GVSU (Aramark ) 
!
!
!
!
Prisons - Kent County Jail (Aramark http://
www.aramark.com/)  
!
Nursing Homes and Hospitals
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Local Grocery Chains
Meijer - 190 stores 
!

Spartan - also owns D&W, Family Fare and 
over a dozen other grocery stores brands. 
177 total - https://www.spartannash.com/
retail  
!

!

Duthler and Plumbs 
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Local News Agencies & Food

• Local News relies heavily on advertising 
and food advertising is near the top, both 
on air and online.
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Food Banks/Food Charity Distributors

Feeding American West Michigan http://
www.feedingamericawestmichigan.org/board/  
http://www.feedingamericawestmichigan.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/2013-Top-Food-Donors.pdf  
!
Access of West Michigan 
!
Kids Food Basket http://www.kidsfoodbasket.org/donate/
current-community-partners  
!
!
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K - 12 School Food Programs
Grand Rapids Public Schools - primary 
source of food comes from Gordon Food 
Service. 
Religious based schools 
Charter Schools 
Other Private or independent schools 
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C - Stores

Seven Eleven 
Speedway and other c-stores that are also gas 
stations 
Liquor stores 
Party Stores 
!

High End/Specialty C-Stores - Martha’s Vinyard 
!
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Locally Owned Restaurants
Greenwell    
Gaia 
San Chez 
Pita House 
Bartertown 
Bistro Bella Vita 
Marie Catrib’s 
Anna’s 
Chop House 
Soul Food Cafe 
The Winchester 65

Bejing Kitchen 
Red Ball Jet 
Rockwell’s 
Taco Boy 
Fat Boys 
Grand Coney 
Vitale’s 
El Sombrero 
Electric Cheetah 
Bombay Cuisine 
Little Africa



Soup Kitchens

God’s Kitchen 
!

Dégagé 
!

Food Not Bombs
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Food Waster Haulers
Organic Cycle 
!

Rosendall Disposal 
!

Waste Management 
!

Spurt Industries

67



Health Impact of Current Food System

• Heart Disease 
• Cancer 
• Obesity (adult & child) 
• Diabetes 
• Weakened Immune System 
!

• Treatment for obesity alone runs a tab of $147 
billion, and that doesn’t figure in diabetes 
($116 billion) or cardiovascular disease. http://
organicconnectmag.com/healthcare-the-high-
cost-of-the-american-diet/#.UytFXK1dVsU 
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Resources
• Food First http://www.foodfirst.org/  
• Food & Water Watch http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/  
• Organic Consumers Association http://www.organicconsumers.org/ 
• Via Campesina http://viacampesina.org/en/ 
• Navdanya http://www.navdanya.org/ 
• http://www.justfood.org/food-justice 
• http://www.albafarmers.org/ 
• http://www.agriculturaljusticeproject.org/home.html 
• http://casfs.ucsc.edu/ 
• http://www.ciw-online.org/ 
• http://www.growingpower.org/ 
• http://knowwhereyourfoodcomesfrom.com/ 
• http://immigrantfarming.org/ 
• http://www.nuestras-raices.org/ 
• http://www.panna.org/ 
• http://www.nativeharvest.com/ 
•  
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