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How is food valued, and who decides?
“Each time you go to the supermarket you are consenting                
to be lied to.” 

When discussing disconnections between rural and urban communities, and 
between food producers and consumers, many groups talked about how we value 
food and the power disparity in the food system: who decides and influences our 
food choices – both as growers and consumers?

One group discussed how cheap food has become prevalent in places like the UK, 
where the consumers of organic food (for which farmers are paid a decent price) 
tend to be wealthier residents, or tourists. UK households spend proportionately 
very little of their income on food, and this is interpreted among the participants as 
people not valuing food enough – or being forced not to by competing expenses. At 
the same time, cheap food is not evaluated in terms of its interrelated impacts on 
the health of humans, animals, and the planet. The group discussed their concern 
for people buying cheap food that is addictive and bad for their health as the result 
of both having little income to spend on food and aggressive marketing by brands 
and supermarkets. Groups expressed concern over how industrial food corporations 
can accumulate profits and market power in this manner, while remaining 
unaccountable for the global industrialised food systems’ impact on climate 
change, pollution, health, and livelihoods. 

To some, change is elusive as “the people who are in power in the 
food system are not willing to let it go, the industrial food, fake 
bread, and other fake food. It is violence that is done by those 
companies.” Another participant commented that “the people who 
are in power in my country are not conscious about the way health 
and food is connected. The cost is enormous. We must start ending 
this perverted cycle of health, food, and power.” 
Groups discussed what another reality could look like, considering whether we 
could instead value food in terms of care. This could then lead us to value land 
differently too, eventually changing the city landscape: instead of taking over land, 
cities can integrate land and food growing into its planning and development. The 
city could care for land instead of taking over it. 

In São Paulo, Brasil agroecological family farmers 
are supported by the city government which provides 
training, business support, help to add value to products, 
and with developing rural tourism. The local government 
representatives joining the Global Dialogue from São 
Paulo explained how they recognise the importance of 
local producers for food in the city and support farmers 
to provide food for the local open markets. In turn, food 
waste from markets is returned to farmers as compost 
and the entire project protects the city’s green spaces 
and water sources from uncontrolled urban development.

Integrating 
agroecological 
family farms 
in São Paulo’s 
policy and 
planning

Global Dialogue Participant

Packet of mixed 
dried herbs and 
spices
Bandung, 
Indonesia
A packet of mixed 
dried herbs and 
spices is used to 
make a healthy tea. 
This product kicked 
off during Covid-19 
when the community 
was looking for 
natural ways to 
boost their immune 
systems. The herb 
mix includes ginger 
and other plants that 
are well known to 
help your immunity.

Object brought 
by participants to 
represent something 
that they are proud of 
in their food systems.
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Participants from NFU Canada and South Lanarkshire discussed that another way 
in which city and local governments can help shift the value of food is through 
public procurement (the city council’s food purchasing policies). The farmers in the 
group argued that small producers often find it hard to respond to and compete 
with tenders that come from local councils because of bureaucracy; they saw it as 
a simplistic value system that undervalues small sustainable producers. “We need 
to take a value shift in public procurement; we cannot just compete on price, but 
contracts need to value the environmental benefits of the tenders, as well as the 
social benefits.” 

Across the groups, reflections on steps that individuals can take, with structural 
support from local governments, were also shared. These included following circular 
economy principles and reducing reliance on non-recyclable and polluting inputs and 
materials, such as plastic. “A simple thing that we can do is use less plastic in our 
daily lives and try not to waste food especially leftover food so that we don’t throw it 
in into the landfill, because this increases global warming with methane.” 

National government support and multilevel governance
The discussions at the Global Fork to Farm Dialogue are testimony that local and 
sub-national governments can support farmers and engender structural change. 
However, they can only go so far on their own. Across conversations, participants 
compared the levels of support they received from national governments. Many 
recognised that although small scale farmers feed much of the world, national 
governments and international agreements and policies are not supportive enough. 
Further, Levels of state support vary greatly across and within countries. 

The group from the Philippines15 shared grave examples of national governments 
not only failing to support, but also obstructing farmers and local communities’ 
food sovereignty. This has been done by engaging in polluting or destructive 
projects or by permitting private companies such as electric power or agro-
industrial corporations to carry out activities that damage fertile and ancestral lands 
and waterways. Still, limiting corporate powers over the food system and resources 

The groups called for their local governments to:

• Focus more on equitability and less on profit;

• Support people who wish to establish local food hubs;

• Improve links between farmers and town councils by 
building relationships;

• Better integrate ideas from the farming community;

• Support local processing which is very important for 
local food economies – farmers need somewhere to 
process wheat and many other crops and products to 
sell locally;

• Encourage farmers to run for government and be in 
positions of authority where they are empowered to 
make decisions. 

“What would 
you want 
your local 
government 
to do?”
Exchange:
South 
Lanarkshire, 
Scotland and 
NFU, Canada 

Metate
Milpa Alta, 
Mexico
Metate - Mexican 
stone tool for 
grinding the corn, 
making the dough, 
we used to get 
minerals from the 
rock, but now you 
don’t and people get 
depressed. 

Object brought 
by participants to 
represent something 
that they are proud of 
in their food systems.
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The group from São Paolo, Ligue os Pontos (Connect the 
dots), a government funded and supported organisation 
which set out to bring forth and strengthen connections 
between peoples, culture, and ecosystems through 
organically grown local foods, spoke about their project. 
A big part of this is the encouragement, and support, 
offered to the 500 farmers across the region to adopt and 
sustain their organic methods of growing, while ensuring 
their direct access to consumers through an established 
platform. This has created better relations between 
farmers and consumers, as well as made healthy food 
more accessible to citizens. It has also led to the revival of 
some traditional foods, for instance making usually wildly 
grown foods commercially viable, enhancing locally based 
subsistence options and strengthening ties between 
food and culture. The group from the Highlands reflected 
that “to hear the government support that these regional 
groups received really hit home how little support there is 
currently for small-scale farmers in the UK.”

When they asked if small-scale organic farmers in the 
Highlands received government support, the São Paolo 
team were stunned to hear that this was not the case. 
Ultimately, across the UK, it’s mainly larger farms that 
receive government subsidies and support, for practices 
that many say are simply not compatible with ecological 
values, and thus are not sustainable. A key message 
coming out of the exchange was that, regardless of the 
impressive innovations happening at the local level, 
including push from community groups to increase 
demand for sustainable food, government support must 
prioritise ecologically sustainable practices for this to be 
upscaled across the country. Without this support, these 
innovations and efforts will only continue to happen in a 
piece-meal fashion, rather than on the wider geographical 
and temporal scale that it must for an organic and locally 
supported food system to become viable, sustainable, and 
accessible to all. 

Differing 
levels of 
support
Exchange:
São Paulo, 
Brasil and The 
Highlands, 
Scotland 

is something that neither cities nor farmers can control. In a group from Coastal 
Kenya, participants were clear:

“If governments want farmers to champion climate change and 
work towards addressing some of the problems we face, they 
need to step up and start actually working on the drivers of 
climate change. They must stop doing what corporations want 
and listen to their people. Currently politicians do not do this.”
The groups from the Philippines, the Borders and NFU Canada discussed the 
existence of legal protection of Indigenous Peoples and small-scale food 
producers in different countries. In the Philippines, there are local laws that protect 
indigenous food systems, although these are not always enforced effectively. This 
is not the case in Canada, apart from some protection of agricultural land from land 
grabbing for developments. The groups discussed how countries should do more 
to implement and protect the rights inscribed in the UN Declaration on the Right 
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Global Dialogue participants dance 
a traditional Scottish ceilidh
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of Peasant (UNDROP). Howard, a Scottish farmer, shared how local Scottish laws 
protect ‘crofters’, a particular type of small-scale farmer, but noted that this law is 
complex and difficult to navigate. The same groups also discussed the pressure 
placed on local food systems and food sovereignty by international trade policies 
that favour profit driven exports. They raised the question “how can trade support 
food systems transformation? We need transnational trade, but how can it be 
producer-centred?”

Another way participants suggested national governments can support farmers is 
through progressive land reforms. Many noted how difficult it can be for farmers 
to access arable land. The representatives from NFU Canada raised the distinction 
between owning and using land, and how many ‘farmers’ are landowners who earn 
rent from those who work the land. At the same time, the land from which farmers 
and landowners profit belongs in many ways to the Indigenous Peoples who 
were stewards of the land long before European settlers arrived. According to the 
participants, these complex factors should be considered in fair land reforms. 

Some groups discussed how national-level direction on food sustainability can help 
overcome policy fragmentation at the local level. For example, levels of support for 
local food depend on local political parties’ policies and where these vary across 
different councils within one area. This was the experience of participants from NFU 
Canada and from Lanarkshire and Ayrshire, where local party politics can lead to 
progressive policies being blocked locally. 

The group participating from the Indonesian city, 
Surakarta, shared that they receive important support 
from their government toward their food sustainability 
programmes. This is especially directed towards 
promoting healthy school meals. The national government 
of Indonesia and local Surakarta government recognise 
that young people eat most of their meals in school, so 
this is an important intervention. One Scottish participant 
shared that the Scottish government is working on a new 
plan for farming, supporting nature, and creating thriving 
communities and beautiful landscapes. This plan will also 
support local food economies, creating decent jobs, and 
bring peoples’ health into focus.

Supporting 
home-grown 
food
Exchange:
Surakarta, 
Indonesia 
and South 
Lanarkshire, 
Scotland

Pot Ladle and Kaihuri
Molow, Kenya
When a woman is to get married she is given some objects which include: 
a Kiondo, used for shopping and going to the market and to carry some 
shopping for the mother- in- law and her own mother when visiting each other. 
A Nyungu (earthen cooking pot), a Muiko (ladle) and a kaihuri (calabash), this 
sends the message that the girl will now be a mother who should know how 
to cook and serve food to her family. A packet of salt, to make tasty food for 
her acquaintances. A sieve to represent that she should choose her words, her 
friends and be able to make sound decisions.

Object brought by participants to represent something that they are proud of 
in their food systems.


