Re-regionalising food systems
“Even if you have a crop, getting it to market is a challenge with
flooding and road erosion.”
Global Dialogue Participant

Participants shared several examples of the challenges in re-regionalising food
systems, from cultural perceptions to lack of infrastructure. Often, these challenges
followed reflections on how long and complex supply chains produce high
emissions and hinder local food sovereignty. For example, the group from North Uist
shared with the group from Laos14 how “trucks come on to the island to supply food
to locals through the supermarkets, it could come from the island instead.”

Coconut fruit
Coastal Kenya
Everything revolves
around the coconut
fruit, every meal,
ceremonies, the
shell is used to make
traditional cups, for
drinking water. It is
biodegradable and
goes back to the
soil to improve soil
fertility, that is the
centre of the food
system and culture.
It is very significant
and symbolic for the
community.
Object brought
by participants to
represent something
that they are proud of
in their food systems.

The group from NFU Canada shared how most of the soy grown in Canada is exported
for feed, fuel, or other purposes, instead of being consumed locally as a plant-based
protein source. For them, this demonstrated one element of a fragile and unjust food
system. Export crop production often relies on exploited labour with migrant workers
usually coming from México, Jamaica, or the Philippines. The current temporary farm
worker programmes pay poor wages and do not respect workers’ rights such as health
care. Further, they do not offer any route into permanent legal settlement, even if
people work the land for years. As an alternative, the group envisioned regionalised
food systems where farmers and farm workers are valued and are supported to
contribute to local food sovereignty and nourishment.

How can farmers and communities re-regionalise food
systems?
One participant from Scotland shared their long-standing co-operative food model
which links ten producers to ten restaurants to establish direct markets. Other
UK farmers are taking a similar approach to Community Supported Agriculture
by delivering ‘veg boxes’ (boxes of fresh produce from their farm) to people’s
homes. The participants agreed that it is important to capture the processing and
distribution stage between the (super)market and the farm, as this is where much
of the value is added, but often without benefiting farmers. However, participants
also recognised that poverty is prevalent in the UK and it is often middle-class
households that buy directly from farmers. To regionalise food systems, participants
agreed that it is important to address this gap and recognise that people do not
always have the financial (or other) means, time, skills, and facilities to cook with
fresh produce.
In Surakarta, NGOs and companies are working to promote urban farming to counter
a system where almost all the food produced in the city comes from elsewhere. Urban
farming in Surakarta is done mostly by hydroponics, where fish farming is integrated
with crop growing, as there is little land for cultivation. Another way in which the
group spoke about re-regionalising food systems was through the production of a
healthy herb mix where most of the ingredients can be grown on windowsills. This
practice was something that many people living in the have city adopted.
These exchanges demonstrate what farmers can do to connect with consumers and
re-regionalise food systems to shift away from long supply chains. To the dialogue
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participants, long supply chains are understood not as inherently bad, but as
problematic due to the way power is allocated so that farmers, farm workers, and
consumers lose. These conversations tie into a broader dialogue about urban and
rural disconnect and the questions of what local governments can do to support reregionalisation of food systems.

Connecting
with
consumers
Exchange:
South
Lanarkshire,
Scotland,
Coastal
Kenya, and
Oyo State,
Nigeria

In an exchange between farmers in South Lanarkshire and
Coastal Kenya, a Scottish farmer shared the challenges
facing his family dairy farm: “we are forced to accept low
prices offered by the supermarkets, or by the processors
taking milk to the supermarket.” Low prices were a
problem for many of the participating farmers. The
participants from the UK shared how local markets are not
particularly common in the UK, “and when they do exist
there is often some limitation on the number of producers
who can sell a certain type of produce there”. The Scottish
farmer and his family are trying to deal with customers
directly by installing processing facilities on the farm and
doing home milk deliveries.
Some participants raised the suggestion that companies
or governments adopting a minimum price model could
help to ensure that farmers are always paid a fair price.
A participant from Kenya shared that this minimum
price model is applied where they work by a parastatal
cooperative. The situation there is very different though,
as local markets are very popular, and people prefer to buy
directly from producers, or from a cluster of producers:
“supermarkets are expensive and seen as less fresh.
Even expensive hotels and restaurants come directly to a
cluster of farmers and buy the produce from there.”
In the case of milk, in Kenya many people come directly
to the farm and prefer to buy unpasteurised milk. They
think it is healthier and it is cheaper than pasteurised milk
from the supermarket. Farmers from the UK shared that
this is prevented by regulations. In contrast, participants
from Kenya said that regulation is not so important there
as people have a direct relationship with the producer
whom they trust. They see the food in the market and can
assess the quality themselves. The participants agreed
that consumers need to learn how to assess quality for
themselves, rather than trusting external regulations or
supermarkets.
In contrast, farmers participating from Nigeria mentioned
how consumers do not always recognise the value of food
and can be forced by poverty and lack of information to
buy large quantity of low-quality food at low costs, rather
than high quality, nutritious food. At the same time,
farmers are often paid a low price by hotels, who then
charge their customers much more. Even when farmers
attempt to add value by processing (e.g. smoking fish),
they don’t manage to make much more money. This
echoes with a Laos farmers’ comment that farmers must
uphold standards and quality to promote themselves and
their produce, while aiming to keep cost at a price that
makes their food accessible to most.
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Global Dialogue Participants
dancing a Scottish Ceilidh
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