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Editorial on the Research Topic

Food Policy Environments: Discursive Effects, Material Consequences

When the call for this Research Topic came out in 2021, our editorial team was hopeful that this
collection of articles would inform post-crisis food system policy. A year later, we find ourselves still
mired in crises. The world continues to struggle with COVID-19. Workplaces in the food industry
remain high-risk sites (Fabreau et al., 2022; Marks, 2022), and access to vaccines and treatments
remains limited in many parts of the world (Pilkington et al., 2022). The pandemic has enhanced
existing inequalities, and marginalized populations have been disproportionately affected by the
crisis (Tai et al., 2021; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2022). Concurrently, the war in Ukraine
is threatening the supply of wheat and seed-oils (Weersink and von Massow, 2022; Wood, 2022),
exposing the cracks in global supply chains. Food prices and inflation are rising (UNFAO, 2022)
and consumers are noting a decrease in the quality of products on store shelves (Charlebois and
Music, 2022).

This collection comprises ten articles that analyse food policy in various contexts and the effects
those policies have, or have failed to have, on contributing to a more just and sustainable food
system. Although our call was open to authors from anywhere, readers will observe that all the
contributors to this topic work in Canada, which we recognize as a limitation of this collection.

Coulas uses the discursive institutionalism (DI) framework to examine the 2019 Food Policy
for Canada: Everyone at the Table!, Canada’s first attempt at a comprehensive national food policy.
Coulas argues that DI analysis can reveal areas of policy collaboration that lead to more socially and
environmentally just food systems.

Robin et al. offer an insightful reflection on how rigid and culturally specific understandings of
food use and food safety—as implemented through settler governments’ policies—have restricted
access to traditional Indigenous food, limited the communities’ ability to engage with food and
land, and systematically undermined Indigenous knowledge.

Phillipps et al.’s article echoes these ideas by focusing on access to traditional foods in urban
northwestern Ontario (Canada). Using an Intersectionality-Based Policy Analysis framework, they
contrast “the colonial control over ‘wildlife’ and the Western food safety discourse” (p. 1) with the
needs of urban Indigenous women, and call for the development of culturally safe partnerships with
Indigenous communities to facilitate a transfer of power in policy-making.
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Access to traditional foods for Indigenous Peoples in urban
environments is also the focus of Judge et al.’s work. They
take a close look at fish and wildlife acts, hunting regulations,
food premises legislation, and meat inspection regulations in
three jurisdictions in Canada (one province and two territories).
Their research reveals that access to wild foods in urban
settings is constrained because policies are designed to fit within
the colonial market-based system, which runs counter to the
traditional values of sharing and reciprocity.

Vansteenkiste turns the reader’s attention to Haiti, and
specifically to women peasant farmers. In Haiti, the past half
century has been marked by the policy push to integrate the
country into the global economy. While the promise of these
policies was improved food security, the result, Vansteenkiste
details, has been to “actually force women to abandon agricultural
production and intensify their labor in less lucrative distribution
and consumption roles of imported goods” (p. 1) and reinforce
the “patriarchal structure of the world food economy” (p. 2).

Hinton examines the role of corporate interests in the
policy development process for Front-of-Pack Labeling in the
Caribbean, arguing that “[The] resulting narrative is both a
product and a function of the discursive power food companies
wield in the standard-setting process and provide empirical
detail about how food companies act to prevent policy attempts
facilitating food systems transformation” (p. 1).

Soma and Nuckchady offer an exploratory examination of
digital agriculture and related policies in the province of British
Columbia (Canada). They identify a gap in policy making where
equity and food sovereignty considerations seem absent in digital
agricultural training and education, noting that agricultural
technology development has failed to engage with the social
aspects of digital agriculture. Their contribution invites for
greater engagement with critical social scientists and critical data
studies in the development of training and education.

Robert and Mullinix deliver a mini-review of the continued
use of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) measurement as an
indicator of wellbeing. They identify the presence of GDP
measurement in Canadian food system policy and note the
established limitations of GDP as an indicator particularly with
respect to food systems policy. They highlight key observations

from “Beyond GDP” research and advocacy and suggest
that these observations can aid the efforts to reform food
system policy.

Coulas et al. consider school re-openings following the initial
waves of COVID-19 infections. They analyse the provincial
and territorial school reopening plans in Canada and note
that the plans emphasized measures to limit infectious disease
transmission, overlooking the benefits of school food programs
and failing to use the reopening process as an opportunity to
improve them. Their work points to the need for decision-makers
to build capacity for effective school food programs that do not
have to be compromised by other social worries, guidelines, and
interventions, such as those related to public health.

Wilkes and Perttula provide a comparative analysis of flagship
federal mandate documents in Canada. They find that the federal
government’s overarching policy narratives increasingly promote
equity and inclusion, but these narratives are poorly reflected

in the mandate letters to the Minister of Agriculture and Agri-
FoodCanada. They conclude by identifying “leverage points” that
allow for better aligning these policy frameworks.

Together, these papers offer a starting point for food policy
development that considers social and environmental justice and
sustainability. They are critical of the policy environments that
fail to adequately address these concerns, noting the cultural
specificity of the values that underpin official policy and reflecting
on the precarity of the specialized, industrial food production
that was ushered in during the second half of the twentieth
century and focused on economic measures as a sign of success.
The authors collectively offer alternative conceptualizations of
progress and wellbeing, recognizing that framing—or the way
we talk about issues—is critical for creating policy environments
that can enable inclusive, equitable, and ecologically-sound
food systems. The collection will be of interest to researchers
in the areas of food systems, policy discourse, framing and
communication, and social and environmental justice.
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