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  To Erin

  When I say “local,” I think of home,

  and I always come back to you.


  A long habit of not thinking a thing wrong,

  gives it a superficial appearance of being right,

  and raises at first a formidable outcry

  in defense of custom.


  —Thomas Paine, Common Sense


  INTRODUCTION TO THE COMMUNITY RESILIENCE GUIDES


  In the twenty-first century, we face a set of interconnected economic, energy, and environmental crises that require all the courage, creativity, and cooperation we can muster. These crises are forcing us to fundamentally rethink some of our most basic assumptions, like where our food and energy come from, and where we invest our savings.


  While national and international leadership are key to navigating the bumpy road ahead, that leadership thus far is sadly wanting. And, in any case, many of the best responses to these challenges are inherently local.


  Thankfully, a small but growing movement of engaged citizens, community groups, businesses, and local elected officials is leading the way. These early actors have worked to reduce consumption, produce local food and energy, invest in local economies, and preserve local ecosystems. While diverse, the essence of these efforts is the same: a recognition that the world is changing and the old way of doing things no longer works.


  Post Carbon Institute has partnered with Chelsea Green Publishing to publish this series of Community Resilience Guides to detail some of the most inspiring and replicable of these efforts. Why “community resilience”? Community, because we believe that the most effective ways to work for the future we want are grounded in local relationships—with our families and neighbors, with the ecological resources that sustain us, and with the public institutions through which we govern ourselves. Resilience, because the complex economic, energy, and environmental challenges we face require not solutions that make problems go away but responses that recognize our vulnerabilities, build our capacities, and adapt to unpredictable changes.


  These are frightening, challenging times. But they are also full of opportunity. We hope these guides inspire you and help you build resilience in your own community.


  ASHER MILLER

  EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

  POST CARBON INSTITUTE
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  FOREWORD


  My first editor, years ago, used to warn me, “Whatever you do, don’t look at the big picture! You’ll just get overwhelmed.”


  The big picture for me at that time started with a national book tour—a terrifying experience for a former monastic—then went onto rebuilding my life, starting with where to live and what to do. I did get overwhelmed when I tried to wrap my mind around the entirety of my future, but later I was able, bit by bit, to walk into the big picture.


  Today I’m not sure we have time for an amble when it comes to reshaping food systems (nor am I sure my editor’s advice was entirely right, though perhaps it was appropriate at the time). I’ve come to see that while we all work in our own areas, we accomplish more when we work in concert with others, which brings me to Rebuilding the Foodshed.


  This is definitely a big-picture book, one that requires us to dig in and look deeply at all aspects of the food system and to examine assumptions we might not even realize we held. Thinking and writing about what brings which foods to whose plates at what costs is a tall order. As I read through, I found myself asking many questions, realizing how important systems thinking is to our food future, and wondering just how one finds their place in the food web. It can be overwhelming, but also oh so necessary.


  Imagine a piece of cloth and go to a point on its edge, a corner maybe, if it has one. Let’s call that Local Food. Now, as we continue to cast our eyes along the edge, imagine finding several different definitions of local food printed there: definitions that might or might not be sound; definitions related to distance, for example, or definitions that expose flaws not noticed before but inherent in various models. But that’s just the beginning.


  Pick up the cloth by that local food corner, and now with the whole cloth in view we can begin to make out some more words—among them carbon sequestration, rotational grazing, land reclamation, waste streams, landscape, synthetic nitrogen, peak phosphorous, food insecurity, heat-recovery systems, community gardens, prisons and food, dead zones, soil fertility, poverty and health, food sovereignty, farmers. And that’s just for starters. All of these words link to complex topics that have some relationship to “local.” It’s essential to understand those relationships in order to begin to build an understanding of our food system and how it might be changed for the betterment of people, health, animals, and environment.


  As our cloth becomes increasingly covered with words and arrows linking one topic to another, with graphs and stories both good and appalling, it becomes obvious that rebuilding our food system is going to be far more complex than we may have imagined. It’s not really surprising that Philip Ackerman-Leist is an academic, an activist, a farmer, and, I strongly suspect, a good cook, a good talker, a fine listener, and a thinker who can delve into all the aspects of this ungainly challenge and take them on one at a time in order to describe what rebuilding our food system actually entails.


  Thinking like a system requires one to be courageous and unflinching, because we have to look at each segment and partial piece and consider its role thoroughly and carefully, even those parts we don’t like. Like Walmart. Or pesticides. Reading Rebuilding the Foodshed required diligence and a willingness to find the flaws in my own thinking. I know what I’ve valued in food: local and organic, farming that builds soil, landscape and sense of place, and the farm as habitat are all incredibly important to me, as are school gardens, biodiversity, community gardens, and my own backyard efforts. These are all areas I’ve worked in, cared about, written about, and funneled into my life as a cook, chef, and food writer. But how do they connect to other parts in the larger picture? Could they connect better and more deeply? Is connection necessary? (It is.)


  In the rural community where I live in Northern New Mexico, a rather typical American sentiment is sometimes expressed. People like to feel that they are rugged individuals—independent people. I’ve even heard one of my neighbors proudly describe herself with those very words. But of course we aren’t, not really. We might be artists, writers, and independent thinkers and creative types, and we might compost our waste and grow some food, but we all get in our cars and drive to the farmers’ market or Whole Foods with the greatest of ease, unless the road happens to be icy. And even if we were rugged individuals, where does that get us? I recall how, in the novel Independent People by Icelandic writer Halldór Laxness, the burning desire for independence ultimately enslaved the protagonist, the rigidly autonomous Bjartu. So fierce was his dream of self-sufficiency and freedom that he failed to cultivate connections to others, and that became his downfall.


  What especially impressed me in Rebuilding the Foodshed (though I could easily have tagged each page with a sticky note or more) is that Ackerman-Leist stresses the importance of being in a conversation with others, including those who are not necessarily like-minded, if change is to take place. Communities that manage to survive and prevail display a resilience that is ultimately based on the ability to have those conversations, to listen and speak and reason.


  Indeed, the last part of the book shows that what’s common to highly effective movements seeking to change the food system is not necessarily a bright new idea but rather the conversation—the ability to meet with and work with other groups most likely doing different things but together aspiring to rebuilding the foodshed. It makes sense that the most impressive efforts are often not national in scope, but regional. They work in the context of their place and on behalf of the people who live there, and who have a stake in what happens. That’s what gives them the power to be effective.


  This encouraged me to take a closer look at my own community. I saw more clearly how different parts of our complex culture are in dialogue, from the farmers’ market to foodbanks; from policy committees to childrens’ programs; from the community visioning group “Dreaming New Mexico” to the water-management organization Acequia Association; from some very good agricultural extension agents to a group of young gardeners who meet once a month for a potluck and information sharing. It’s essential to take part in a larger conversation, whether you are a farmers’ market manager, a member of Slow Food, the head of an agricultural think tank, a native farmer, or even a cookbook writer. It takes all of us to rebuild the foodshed, that’s for sure, and this remarkable book is a most timely guide.


  DEBORAH MADISON

  DECEMBER 2012
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  INTRODUCTION


  Going local. It all seemed so easy. But how do you define “local food”? Well, you can just start with an imaginary string. Select a point—the center of the family table—and stretch the string from there to the point at which “local” ends and something else begins, using the string as a radius to circumscribe the “local” circle.


  No, no, that doesn’t quite work. It’s just a different kind of circular reasoning. Hmmm. Maybe “local” should be a given distance, a town boundary, a county boundary, a state boundary, a culturally distinctive area, a watershed, or even a funky “foodshed”? Tidy, perhaps, but probably too simple.


  Okay, so let’s try “food miles”—that makes it less arbitrary. Stretch the string from point A, the center of your table, to point B, the farm. Hmmm … but the food product went from the farm to a processing facility to a storage warehouse to a distribution center and then to the grocery store, to where you had to drive to pick it up. Or at least you chose to drive, even though you could have easily ridden a bicycle. Oh, heck, forget it. Let’s just all start using the same figure of “the average food item in the United States travels approximately 1,500 miles to get to your table.” Problem solved. Temporarily, at least.


  Meanwhile, there’s a split screen displayed on the nearby computer, showing Webster’s online dictionary on the left so you can look for definitions of “local” and Google Maps on the right so you can see what a 1,500-mile-radius from your home address looks like. Suddenly, a headline flashes across your computer screen as a news alert: “Local Trumps Organic.” As you stare into the screen, pondering the complexities of it all, a tweet from Oprah abruptly appears, informing you that she is now at her favorite farmers’ market buying Chioggia beets (“Oh, the splash of color they’ll make on a salad with those concentric circles of red and white!”). No sooner has your attention been diverted by Oprah’s digitized epiphany than a beep from your computer indicates that a new word has just been added to the English lexicon, providing a much-welcomed (and somewhat self-congratulatory) label: “I’m a locavore!” At last, self-actualization with a community flair! But wait, is that new word spelled with or without a second l?


  Thinking about our local food radius isn’t an exercise in circular reasoning. It is, in fact, an important starting point for thinking about the role of local foods in our daily lives and our communities. But we can’t stop there. The ultimate goal is for us as individuals and as communities to think more complexly about community-based food systems. Part of that thinking involves cultivating our imaginations and seeding our aspirations with relevant examples—some of them from nearby, others imported from distant lands and eras. The stories of these examples serve as touchstones and springboards; they are tales of hope and, on occasion, of caution.


  The good news in the renaissance of more localized food systems is that hope and appropriate scale tend to be close allies. Individuals and communities discover empowerment through the promise of even the smallest of intentions, and small successes pave the way to even bigger dreams. Yet there is a curious irony in the fact that the drivers of this hopefulness frequent the downside of so many different bell curves. We face shortages of oil, water, fertilizers, productive land, agricultural biodiversity, and even farmers. Then, as if agriculture isn’t already challenging enough, we find the weather and the climate becoming increasingly volatile and unpredictable. Despite these challenges, a pragmatic optimism is rising among advocates for more sustainable and localized food systems.


  Naive? I don’t think so. The rapid rise of environmental constraints that challenge a safe and reliable food supply requires that we intensify the quest for sustainable food production, particularly in our home regions. The social inequities and health problems so evident in the United States force us to reexamine the links between our national food system and the problematic aspects of our individual diets. And the economy is like the weather, volatile and unpredictable, requiring us to seek and create shelter in the security of the familiar—our local communities.


  Probability and possibility intersect here. The probability that all of these challenges—environmental, social, and economic—will increase in volume and velocity brings us to the brink of possibilities, both positive and negative. The default response—a response but by no means a solution—is to maintain the status quo. In contrast, one critical and creative response (albeit not a panacea) is the rebuilding of community-based food systems. The work involved in developing these local food systems requires that we not just passively accept these inevitable changes, but that we find ways to adapt to them. This adaptive approach, in the vocabulary of some forward-looking thinkers with their shirt sleeves rolled up, embodies the concept of resilience. Resilience theory dissuades us from dichotomizing humans and ecological systems and encourages us to adapt to changes, even when they come in the form of disturbances and shocks, in constructive ways.


  While the challenges to the global food system are daunting, I find the opportunities and the momentum for reweaving the strands of locally based food systems into the fabric of our communities to be tremendously exciting. From my vantage point as a farmer, a professor, and a local food systems advocate, I believe the prospects for positive change are remarkably encouraging. And as someone sitting astride the half-century mark, I see more reason for optimism in the next half century than what I have seen and experienced in food and agriculture this last fifty years.


  Growing up in North Carolina, I saw national fast-food chains begin to replace local cafés and restaurants during my childhood, while the neighborhood Piggly Wiggly grocery store (“Hoggly Woggly,” we kids used to call it) began to replace its regionally sourced fresh foods with expanding aisles of processed foods. In the public schools, those of us bound for college but interested in farming and vocational skills were, in essence, shown a fork in the road and told that our career decision was a choice between two divergent paths, with no possibility for integrating intellectual challenge with a love for soil and craft. The idea of organic agriculture was anathema to the cultural paradigm—in fact, it was simply deemed illusory and impossible in most circles. Local foods, although much loved in the South, were giving way to a flurry of food industry developments. Not only were we enticed by the conveniences (items like Campbell’s soup, Steak-umms, and Pillsbury biscuits) that relieved women of some of the burdens in those hot kitchens, but I also distinctly remember the allure of “ethnic foods” that tempted us to step beyond our parochial boundaries. As absurd as it seems now, I can clearly remember the enticement of “Italian food” when pizza finally came to town. Mexican food came much later—no small irony considering the fact that nearly one in ten residents in North Carolina is now of Hispanic or Latino origin, with many of them working in the state’s dynamic agricultural sector.


  As those transformations took hold, my generation and those following were fortunate to expand our culinary horizons (often an early critical step in embracing cultural diversity), but the links between food, place, and tradition began to dissolve. Behind the scenes, the foundational components of local and regional food systems were being dismantled at breakneck speed. Giant distribution centers and airports replaced street corners and local warehouses as hubs of commerce, while the local food businesses succumbed to the same pressures as local farms. The middlemen became the titans. Deal makers and deal breakers, these brokers relegated farmers and others to the role of price takers. By the end of the twentieth century, many of us hardly knew what a local food system looked like, much less how to begin to rebuild one.


  I was lucky in that regard, however. Entranced by the possibilities of a life of farming but dissuaded by a lack of examples that fit my idealistic visions, I was fortunate enough to join an international exchange program in 1983 at Brunnenburg Castle in Italy during my junior year of college. Not only did Brunnenburg house a museum dedicated to the disappearing agriculture and foodways of the Alpine farmers in South Tirol (an autonomous German-speaking province in the Italian Alps), but South Tirol was an astounding, beautiful collection of villages with bakeries, butchers, cheesemakers, orchardists, home gardeners, beekeepers, wineries, distilleries, fresh markets, and creameries.


  I had stumbled into a region of interconnected small-scale food systems built upon topography and tradition, with tight ties to agritourism. Foods from other parts of Italy and Europe could be found, too, of course, but the regional specialties dominated. And it went deeper than just the broader regional specialties. The steepness of the terrain and the relative isolation of many of the locales meant that unique food traditions could be found in single villages or throughout the length of upper-elevation valleys. A slow walk through a village was, in fact, a culinary tour in which the residents picturesquely boasted of their unique foods in their shop windows. Cheeses and charcuterie products would vary, but the telltale symbol of a valley’s pride would be its traditional breads, molded into different shapes and created with varying proportions of traditional grains. Each loaf had a story to tell, and each baker’s storefront was a window into village pride and sense of place.


  At other times, however, my discoveries of those intensely “place-based foods” would come by way of a hushed invitation from the innkeeper or the mountain farmer to come down to the cellar to taste his own eigenbau (“self-made”) wine, spirits, cheese, and aged meats, all raised or cultivated in most cases within a few hundred meters of the house. Although I didn’t realize it at the time—and I certainly didn’t have a name for it—I was getting a firsthand look at the most intact community-based food systems that I would probably ever encounter in my life.


  I also couldn’t foresee that Brunnenburg would become a second home for me, a place where I would send students and return repeatedly throughout my adult life. In those returns throughout the past three decades, I’ve witnessed a slow erosion of some of those food and agricultural traditions due to the fast-paced infiltration of regulation and homogenization into these high-elevation valleys. The European Economic Union’s efforts to level the playing field among its members in terms of regulations and trade often shoved aside the traditions and specialties of centuries. Fortunately, the residents of South Tirol and many other regions across Europe sensed the gravity of the losses and began to lay claim to protecting their foodways and associated infrastructure, with at least some degree of success. Europeans clearly saw what we had lost in the United States in decades prior, and many of them also resented the fact that we had unleashed our hounds of homogenization on them with the export of our fast-food chains and supermarket economics. For the Europeans, the threat was more than a loss of foods—it was a loss of culture rooted in place.


  In the early 1990s, I ended up going back to South Tirol to farm and teach at Brunnenburg for several years. During my second year there, I vowed not to leave the region—an area about half the size of Connecticut—for one year, other than my required trips to pick up students at the airport in Munich. I wanted to learn as much as I could about the farming and food traditions of that one area, and I opted to travel as much as possible by foot. The wines, the meats, the cheeses, the fruits—everything was nuanced by precise location and well-honed tradition, and walking enhanced the possibilities of unexpected observations, conversations, and culinary surprises. A distance of but ten or twenty miles would yield different tastes, so the tight geography of the region seemed enormous in terms of culinary nuance.


  I was incredibly fortunate to stumble upon a part of the world that still had a rich variety of intact local and regional food systems, and it is in part those memories of traveling through South Tirol and other parts of Europe that get me so excited about the potential for the future. But I have also been privileged to witness successful examples of resurgent local food systems closer to home, successes that speak to the burgeoning potential of this kind of hard work throughout the United States. When I return to North Carolina, I am always astounded by the increasing visibility of sustainable agriculture activity and local food entrepreneurship. What a difference a few decades can make—North Carolina is now a powerhouse in promoting not only its own farm-fresh products but also sustainable agriculture initiatives. The state’s early efforts in developing a “buy local” campaign and its pioneering investments in large, well-equipped regional farmers’ market facilities are now complemented by a range of private entrepreneurial efforts that make eating local anything but a deprivation. “Drinking local” is also a possibility, thanks to the fast-paced growth of wineries, microbreweries, and coffee roasters throughout the state.1


  In my home region of Vermont, I have been privileged to have worked with a diversity of talented colleagues who helped transform the Rutland area, one of the most beleaguered regions in the state, into a vibrant agricultural economy. Despite having some of the highest poverty and obesity rates in Vermont, the city of Rutland created the first farmers’ market in the state to run for fifty-two weeks of the year, including a winter farmers’ market that has more vendor demand than spaces to accommodate them all.


  Meanwhile, during my tenure on the Vermont Sustainable Agriculture Council, I’ve watched conversations about Vermont’s local food potential quickly transform into a legislatively supported initiative to create a statewide strategic plan for re-envisioning and reconstructing the state’s food system, an effort known formally as the Vermont Farm to Plate Initiative. Finally, in my role as a professor at Green Mountain College, I’ve watched alums put down roots in the region and build farming and food-related enterprises, while the enrollment numbers in our related undergraduate and graduate programs rise—in parallel with the tremendous growth of such programs all across the country. The sense of a renaissance in community food systems is directly tied to the invigorating energy and enthusiasm brought forward by our youth.


  It is not just the successes of these ventures in creating more resilient and localized food systems that give me hope, but also the velocity of the changes. The momentum is nothing short of extraordinary, and it should serve as inspiration to any efforts in relocalization of resources, whether the target is food, energy, or any other commodity. In all of these initiatives, the small seeds of local solutions harbor promises that national governments can scarcely dream of and seldom deliver.


  However, these promises depend upon our willingness to think more complexly and to work harder than we might initially expect when stepping into the world of community-based food systems. Therein lies my biggest concern for the ultimate success of these ventures. The sustainability of these efforts is dependent upon moving beyond the hype about just the foods and into the real complexities of the systems that produce them. Otherwise, the focus never moves past marketing and into a significant transformation of the marketplace.


  This situation could be described as the difference between Local Food 1.0 and Local Food 2.0. My favorite example of such a difference comes from communications strategist Duane Hallock, who describes 1.0 as a dazzling fireworks display for an adoring audience and 2.0 as a campfire conversation among those who gather to share ideas. To parallel Hallock’s insightful distinction and put it into the local food systems (LFS) context, LFS 1.0 is directed to a public audience, whereas LFS 2.0 is an interactive and decentralized community conversation—not a marketing pitch. And lest we forget the significance of the era in which we live, the 2.0 version also employs a full suite of social media resources in order to expand the dialogue and the innovation.2


  In this new era, we have the opportunity—indeed, the privilege and responsibility—to completely reimagine our community food systems in such a way that they connect people not just to their food but also to one another. Communities of all scales, scopes, and colors are beginning to recognize that food is not a commodity to be simply entrusted to large corporations and government entities. To do otherwise, however, requires creativity and collaboration—and a willingness to confront the complexities head-on.


  It is this approach to rebuilding local food systems that sets this book apart from many of the other recent books related to local foods. The solutions we create cannot be simpler than the dilemmas that we face; systems thinking will take us farther than ideology. Hence, the structure of this book:


  • The first part, Dilemmas, lays out some of the key challenges and questions inherent in understanding and describing local food systems.


  • The second part, Drivers, takes a hard look at the justifications that are commonly put forward as reasons for rebuilding community-based food systems, as well as some important justifications that are too often missing in these discussions.


  • Finally, New Directions offers a number of ways that the reader can support the development of sustainable food systems. This final part also offers a number of models—farms, businesses, organizations, and initiatives—that can serve as inspiration for new locally rooted efforts in one’s home community.


  Although there is a building-block approach to the order in which this book is structured, most of the chapters are designed to stand on their own so that any one of them can serve as the starter for those important campfire conversations happening all across the country. The reader will quickly discover that I firmly believe it is not enough simply to describe the incredible array of food system innovations out there. In order to ensure both the proper fit and the longevity of any new businesses or initiative, we have to understand how they fit into the broader systems—hence the importance of the “Drivers” part of this book, which examines how local and regional food systems relate to issues of energy, the environment, food justice, cultural and biological diversity, and the marketplace. Bring the burning questions posed in those chapters to your next local food systems campfire, and there will be plenty of fuel for a conversation that will burn long into the night. After all, anyone who appreciates systems has to embrace complexity and a good debate.


  It’s time to light the first match.


  A Final Introductory Note: On the Use of the Word “We”


  The reader will note that I use the pronoun “we” fairly liberally throughout this book. I firmly believe that the food and agricultural dilemmas faced by any segment of our population are ultimately collective concerns that none of us should ignore. On the other hand, I also recognize that not everyone wants to be held to the assumptions of someone else’s perceived sense of “we,” whether considered in a particular local context or a broader geographical discussion. More importantly, it’s never ideal to feel as if one is subject to someone else’s solutions, all under the guise of some undiscussed assumption of unity.


  While “we” may be a pronoun born of pragmatic compromise for people like myself, it’s important to state clearly that it’s not enough for people like myself—with privilege and power by virtue of race, socioeconomic status, and gender—to simply be cognizant of when and how to respond to food system dilemmas. Those of us who are in such a position must also be prepared to step aside and quietly listen to more marginalized voices, the voices of those most severely impacted by nutrition and food justice issues. Single mothers, mothers with young children, blacks, Hispanics—individuals within these and other traditionally marginalized groups are among the most likely within our society to face serious struggles related to food, with too few opportunities to express their concerns and advocate for change in the food system, not to mention their overall economic situation.


  In the end, I hope it is clear that my use of the collective pronoun “we” is neither casual nor careless, but rather quite intentional. Food and agricultural issues are everyone’s concern, and they should constantly be examined under the bright light of any shining democracy. As such, employing the word “we” is the first step in taking responsibility for our own actions and for the well-being of the broader community. In doing so, we transform what is all too often a discussion of economics into one of democracy, based upon what is the most inalienable right: nourishment.
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