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Abstract 
 

This thesis analyzes existing food planning and policy documents developed by cities, states, and 

regions to assess the ways these documents include equity and justice-oriented policies and 

actions. Using discourse analysis and interviews, this thesis explores two case studies, the Food 

Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston, and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan. These case 

studies offer meaningful ways to integrate the values of equity and justice into food plans along 

with actions that demonstrate commitment to these values. While this research considers the 

creation of food plans specifically, it could have broader implications for policy and planning 

informed by foodways and food activists rather than metrics defined by institutions. 
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1 

Introduction 
 

“We are all in danger now and have a new everything to face, and there is no point gathering an audience and 

demanding its attention unless you have something to say that is important and constructive”  

-Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird, 1995 

 

I savor the experience of drinking a tall glass of sweet tea on a hot and sunny afternoon. 

For me, sweet tea is a refreshing drink that offers a vague sense of nostalgia. It takes me back to 

long summer days spent working in the garden with my mom while the tea steeped under the 

sun, a ready refresher when we needed a break from the heat. Even if I am not consciously aware 

of it, drinking sweet tea connects me to many others who are involved in tea and sugar 

production and sales, and to complex and sometimes troubling social and economic histories that 

have shaped my preference for this drink (Mintz, 1985). I am connected to the past and the 

present through the food system, which is the entire “soil-to-soil system that connects food 

production, processing, distribution, acquisition, consumption, and waste disposal in food and 

agriculture” (Center for Good Food Purchasing, 2021). The food system operates within existing 

social, cultural, and economic forces and, in many ways, actively perpetuates inequities based on 

race, class, and gender (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011). Food justice emerged in response to these 

inequities. Food justice seeks to counter existing racial, economic, and gender disparities and 

enact justice in the various dimensions of the food system. I am interested in the ways in which 

just and equitable food system policies can proactively support more just and equitable societies.  
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In this thesis, I explore the following research questions:  

• In what ways do food systems policy and planning documents integrate and 

demonstrate equity and justice as values? 

• In what ways can the production of these documents, their political positioning and 

intended purpose, and the surrounding social context inform the inclusion of justice-

oriented policies and actions?  

Background  

The concept of food justice has emerged and taken root in the U.S. as a response to 

inequity in food systems, in which the benefits and risks of food production, transportation, 

distribution, and access are not distributed equitably (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Rodman-Alvarez 

and Colasanti published an extensive report of metrics to measure racial equity in the food 

system that fall within four categories: food access, food and farm business, food chain labor, 

and the food movement (Rodman-Alvarez & Colasanti, 2019). Metrics to assess food access 

include rates of food insecurity, access to types of food retail establishments, and the types and 

quality of food available in nearby food stores. Assessing these measures shows clear disparities 

in rates of food insecurity by race, differential access to types of food retail establishments by 

race, and differing quality of fresh produce available in nearby food stores depending on the 

racial makeup of the neighborhood.  

Examining food insecurity rates in Massachusetts alone illustrates this disparity. In 

Massachusetts, Latino/Latina populations and Black populations have been subject to food 

insecurity at significantly higher rates than white populations for decades (Project Bread & 

Children’s Health Watch, 2020). At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, many traditional food 

channels like schools and supermarkets dealt with disruptions to normal service, and emergency 
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food support systems were stretched. This caused an initial spike in food insecurity across all 

populations, which triggered immediate and significant policy measures to address food 

insecurity. However, recovery rates continue to show disproportionate food access when 

disaggregated by race. Between July 2021 and December 2021, 11.9% of white households with 

children were food insecure, compared to more than 33.1% of all Black households with children 

and 25.8% of all Latino/Latina households with children (Project Bread, 2021). In the words of 

food scholar Ashanté Reese, “the pandemic didn’t ‘end hunger’—it exposed systemic racism 

instead” (Reese, 2021). The perpetuation of a disparity in food insecurity over decades and its 

persistence despite a significant increase in funding and programming to address food insecurity 

during the COVID-19 pandemic shows that the traditional mechanisms to reduce food insecurity 

are not working equitably for all.   

Food insecurity rates are just one metric to measure equity in food access, and food 

access is just one part of a food system. Metrics like food insecurity illuminate existing 

disparities but do not paint a complete picture of food access or offer ways to envision justice in 

food systems. Systemic disparities across all dimensions of the food system contribute to layers 

of injustice, making it both valuable and necessary to consider the ways equity and justice can be 

integrated into food system planning and policy. Developing a food plan with an integrated 

understanding of food systems and food justice that prioritizes actions to embody those concepts 

is one way to integrate equity and justice into food planning.  

Historically, government programming has actively contributed to racial, economic, and 

gender disparities in food systems. The food justice movement in the United States, which 

emerged out of the Civil Rights Movement, emerged from grassroots organizing and is largely 

driven by the bold and committed leadership of women of color (Sen, 2021; White, 2018). An 
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orientation toward food justice can inspire the creation of food systems that prioritize human 

flourishing, even as the understanding of justice in the context of food systems is still being 

debated (Allen, 2008; Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). While government policies and programs 

cannot and should not replace grassroots activism and community-led food justice initiatives, 

developing a city-backed food plan with attention to equity and justice-oriented outcomes can 

support the food justice movement rather than work against it. 

Planning for Food Systems 

Planning for healthy, livable cities requires planning for food systems. Ancient cities 

were shaped by and built around food access points, and many modern cities still reflect those 

early roots (Steel, 2009). In the recent past, the 20th century Garden City movement, championed 

by urban planner Ebenezer Howard, considered food production to be the focal point of cities. 

This movement faded but prioritizing food systems as a focal point of planning emerged again in 

the early 2000s. Pothukuchi and Kaufman, recognizing the increasing globalization of food 

production, called for a reintegration of food as a priority in planning for healthy and livable 

cities (Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 2000). In the decades since, punctuated by political unrest, 

widening income inequality, and continuous human-induced climate-related natural disasters, 

food systems planning has offered opportunities to address these complex and interrelated 

challenges (Cabannes & Marocchino, 2018).  

Food systems planning is “a set of interconnected, forward-thinking activities that 

strengthen a community’s food system through the creation and implementation of plans and 

policies” (Growing Food Connections, 2021). Because of the diversity of individuals, 

organizations, and sectors that all have a role in food systems, coordination is essential but can 

be difficult. A food plan is typically a collaboratively produced document outlining a 
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community’s vision for their food system and associated goals, as well as specific strategies and 

actions to meet those goals. However, there is no standard format or template for food plans, and 

there are no required elements to consider. This leads to significant variety in who develops food 

plans, what they include, what they intend to achieve, and how they propose to affect change. 

While significant inequity exists across all dimensions of the food system, equity is rarely 

mentioned or prioritized in meaningful ways in food plans. Drawing on lessons from the food 

justice movement, food plans can be a tool to further equity and justice-oriented outcomes in the 

food system.  

What Does this Thesis Contribute to the Conversation? 

This thesis analyzes existing food planning and policy documents developed by cities, 

states, and regions to assess how they include equity and justice-oriented policies and actions. It 

explores the ways the production of food policy and planning documents, and the context in 

which they are produced, affect the inclusion of equity and justice. Case studies examined 

through discourse analysis and semi-structured interviews are the primary methods used for 

analysis. The result is a comprehensive summary of prominent food plans in the U.S. and a 

detailed analysis of two relevant case studies. These case studies illuminate meaningful, context-

specific ways to integrate equity and justice in food plans and offer general lessons for food 

planners.  

Methods 

To begin to answer my research questions about how food plans integrate justice and 

equity, I conducted research on equity and justice in the development and final publication of 

these documents. I selected case studies as a fitting research strategy and used discourse analysis 

and semi-structured interviews to explore each case study. Case studies are best suited to address 
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research questions that ask “how?” and “in what ways?” and “why?” in contemporary situations 

where the researcher has little control over behaviors or events (Yin, 2008). I was interested in 

exploring the ways that food plans include issues of equity and justice, as well as the contextual 

factors that may influence the inclusion of these issues, so situating food plans within the social 

and political context in which they were produced in a case study analysis was fitting. Published 

documents (food plans) were the central unit of analysis, and I conducted a comprehensive 

search for prominent food plans in the U.S. to identify food plans that considered equity and 

justice.  

My search returned plans for 13 U.S. cities, four states, and three regions. I was interested 

in similarities and differences across the plans. For each of the plans I identified, I noted key 

features of the plan, the location and jurisdiction, authoring bodies, purpose, goals, and stated 

priority areas. This information is summarized in Tables 1, 2, and 3. This preliminary analysis 

showed that each food plan has a unique context, development process, intended purpose, and 

desired priorities and outcomes. Although I was initially interested in how food plans integrated 

justice and equity considerations, this preliminary analysis revealed that most food plans did not 

prioritize this. Rather, most food plans furthered a narrow understanding of food security1 

through recommendations to “increase access to healthy food” or “reduce hunger” or “grow 

local,” which are focused on single issues without acknowledging systemic disparities in food 

system production, distribution, and consumption. As such, a case study approach that identified 

 
1 The term food security is most closely related to the emergency food system and implies that the issues in the food 
system stem from an absolute lack of food. This is not true in U.S. cities, where issues primarily stem from inequity 
in the food system, which can lead to inconsistent food access for marginalized individuals and groups. While food 
security is still widely used in food plans, food scholars and activists encourage the use of food justice or food 
sovereignty as more descriptive terms (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011). 
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and looked in depth at the few plans that did thoroughly integrate equity and justice seemed the 

most appropriate way to understand my research questions.  

Out of the 20 plans I identified, only two plans named equity and/or food justice as a goal 

and included actions to prioritize that goal:  

• Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston (2020) 

• Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan (2020) 

I selected these two food plans as case studies using a multiple-case design. I used discourse 

analysis and semi-structured interviews to complete my analysis. Both documents are publicly 

available. Though not directly comparable in scope or purpose, these plans provide 

complementary insights into policy and planning for food justice. The Food Justice Agenda for a 

Resilient Boston is a policy platform expressing a vision and goals which are primarily directed 

toward the City of Boston’s residents. The Food Justice Agenda was put forth by Michelle Wu in 

her Mayoral campaign and, while not formally recognized by the Boston City Council, provides 

a potential basis for policy and program implementation by City departments. The Greater 

Pittsburgh Food Action Plan is an action plan resulting from a two-year collaborative process 

involving many food system stakeholders. The goals and actions included involve many actors in 

Pittsburgh and surrounding Allegheny County. This plan has not been formally adopted or 

recognized by the Pittsburgh City Council. The Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, the non-profit 

organization who led the development of the plan, is also the leading organization seeking to 

implement the plan.  

Discourse analysis provided a guide for analyzing and interpreting the text of these two 

food plans. This method allowed me to acknowledge and frame food plans as documents that 

construct social meaning and, in doing so, have some power to affect food justice (Jorgensen & 
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Phillips, 2002). Discourse analysis offers a framework for critical analysis to examine not just 

the written text, but also what is left out of the text (Bernard, 2006; Bowen, 2009). Discourse 

analysis is particularly concerned with power relations, the production of knowledge through 

language, and the potential that language has for effecting social change (Ghertner, 2008). One 

consideration when doing discourse analysis is that it relies solely on texts available. To 

corroborate my findings and analysis of the text and to explore more nuances of the process of 

developing a food plan, I also conducted interviews.  

I interviewed 3 individuals who were involved in the development and/or implementation 

of the food plans of interest, either city officials or community organization leaders (see the full 

interview guide in Appendix A). Because I was interested in the specific context around a food 

plan and the interviewer’s insights around that topic, semi-structured interviews were my 

preferred interview technique (Bernard, 2006). I prepared a list of questions and topics in 

advance to make the most out of the brief, one-time interviews. All interviews were conducted in 

accordance with Tufts Social, Behavioral, and Educational Research Institutional Review Board 

(SBER-IRB). These interviews illuminated aspects of planning, political interests, and 

administrative challenges and opportunities in each unique context. They also offered significant 

insight into the reasons behind the development of the plan, allowing me to better understand 

which factors carried through into publication. Interviews were a significant source of value to 

my research because of the depth of context they offered beyond the text of the plan. Many more 

people than I was able to interview were involved in the creation of these plans and doing 

additional interviews would have continued to add value to my work because of each person’s 

unique perspective.  
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Positionality 

Luis Sánchez describes positionality in this way:  

Positionality is the notion that personal values, views, and location in time and space  

influence how one understands the world. In this context, gender, race, class, and other 

aspects of identities are indicators of social and spatial positions and are not fixed, given 

qualities. Positions act on the knowledge a person has about things, both material and 

abstract. Consequently, knowledge is the product of a specific position that reflects 

particular places and spaces. (Sánchez, 2022) 

This understanding of positionality and of the production of knowledge has shaped my 

understanding of my own research and writing of this thesis, as well as the data I’ve received and 

reviewed. In my own work, this required understanding, acknowledging, and reflecting on the 

identities I hold, how they are positioned in relation to social and economic power, and how that 

affects the way I see, understand, and relate to issues of food justice. 

 I approached food systems research with both personal and professional connections to 

conventional and alternative food movements, having worked in and benefitted from food 

assistance programs, food pantries, CSA farm shares, and my own personal garden. I approached 

food systems research having lived in rural areas and urban areas, both of which deeply inform 

my understanding of and relationship to food production. I approached food systems research 

with the privilege I hold from being a white woman in the United States, including being able to 

call the U.S. my home without being questioned, even though my ancestors immigrated to North 

America from Europe only a few generations ago. I also benefit from white privilege in ways I 

am still unaware of. I approached food systems research as a woman, aware of my kinship with 

and responsibility to women in the global food chain workforce who are consistently 
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undervalued in their contributions. I approached food systems research with economic privilege, 

exploring issues of affordability and access knowing I will be able to afford my next meal. 

Recognizing the significance of this opportunity to engage in food systems research, my desire is 

to connect sometimes disparate topics to integrate planning for food systems with racial justice, 

economic justice, and gender equity.  

Chapter Overview  

I begin with an overview of academic and conceptual understandings of food systems and 

food justice that have informed and directed my thinking about food plans. In Chapter 3, I 

describe my preliminary analysis to identify food plans that have prioritized equity and justice. 

In Chapter 4, I explore two exemplary food plans from Boston and Pittsburgh and share how 

they incorporate actions for justice and equity. Based on my reading of these plans, I offer 

several key observations for planners and city officials to consider when developing justice-

oriented food plans: 

• food justice is racial justice; 

• food is a right, not a commodity; 

• COVID-19 has altered the food policy landscape;  

• cities are a force for regional and national food systems change; 

• a vision requires many voices; 

• terms like justice, equity, and sustainability need to be clearly defined and linked 

to actions that embody those definitions; and  

• community power lays a foundation for food sovereignty. 

In Chapter 5, I discuss four specific processes that allow for meaningful integration of equity and 

justice in food plans: aligning purpose with process, articulating a vision through shared values, 
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recognizing justice beyond “food access,” and thoughtfully determining the scope of a plan. In 

determining the scope, I argue that one key commitment by the authoring body of the plan keeps 

the food planning process grounded and allow policies to be informed by foodways: starting 

where people are already organized. In Chapter 6, I synthesize my findings and offer a list of 

questions planners can ask themselves as they work to integrate equity and justice-oriented 

actions in food planning.   



 13 

2 

Setting the Conditions for Food Planning to Support Food Justice 
 

To understand food plans and to assess how they can promote justice, it’s necessary to 

explore how justice is operationalized in a food-specific policy and planning context. This 

literature review draws on three key concepts: food systems, food justice, and food planning. I 

argue that food plans seeking to support food justice must incorporate programs and policies that 

prioritize people’s autonomy and self-determination alongside targeted measures to address the 

current inequities in food production, distribution, and access.  

Food Systems 

Growing Food Connections (GFC) is a multi-stakeholder partnership focused on 

research, planning, and education in community food systems. GFC describes a community food 

system as the “soil-to-soil system that connects food production, processing, distribution, 

acquisition, consumption and waste disposal in food and agriculture” (Center for Good Food 

Purchasing, 2021). Their focus on community food systems is notable. In 2007, the American 

Planning Association (APA) published a guide to planning for community food systems 

(American Planning Association, 2021; Raja, 2008). This guide explicitly differentiated between 

“conventional food systems” and “community food systems,” the former being characterized by 

agribusiness, government subsidies, and global-scale production and the latter being 

characterized by strong relationships between producers and consumers in a place-based system. 

In this narrative, the conventional food system contributed to a dependence on fossil fuels, 

worsening climate change, and limited access to healthy foods for marginalized individuals and 

groups. The community food system offered a promising alternative.  
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While this call to abandon the conventional food system in favor of an alternative or 

community food system has gained significant popularity in the U.S., scholars have observed 

that the movement has failed to address structural issues of racism and classism (Alkon & 

Agyeman, 2011; Cachelin et al., 2019; Slocum, 2006). In a study conducted in San Joaquin 

Valley, CA, “the heart of the nation’s breadbasket,” 45% of farm workers reported being unable 

to afford enough food for their families (Brown & Getz, 2011). This number was even higher 

than the 36% reported in the general low-income population. Despite their essential nature to 

continued food production and distribution, farm workers are excluded from the benefits of their 

own labor. A second example, from a study conducted just across the Washington State border, 

exemplified the racial discrimination that can exist in local food movements. The local food 

movement in Vancouver, British Colombia was acclaimed for connecting white Canadian 

farmers to buyers through newly established farmer’s markets. However, the movement failed to 

acknowledge or include Chinese-Canadian farmers who had been cultivating and selling produce 

direct to consumers at greengrocers for decades (Gibb & Wittman, 2013). These examples reveal 

some of many ways in which the movement for community food systems has fallen short of 

furthering food justice. Food justice seeks the equitable distribution of benefits and risks in food 

production, transportation, distribution, and access (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). In doing so, food 

justice centers the pursuit of progressive social transformation (Holt-Giménez, 2011; Sbicca, 

2018). 

Food Justice 

Holt-Giménez characterizes food justice as a politically progressive movement oriented 

toward empowerment. He places the food justice movement alongside the food sovereignty 

movement, which he describes as politically radical and oriented toward entitlement and self-
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determination. Holt-Giménez notes that radical movements seek the democratization of the food 

system through “dismantling the monopoly power of corporations in the food system and 

redistributing land and the rights to water, seed, and food-producing resources” (Holt-Giménez, 

2011). The food sovereignty movement has a distinct focus on people’s rights to food autonomy, 

which Holt-Giménez sees as critical in transformative food justice movements.  

Food policies to promote food access, affordability, health, and food autonomy are not all 

equal. Bradley and Herrera explore the notion of food justice from an “original” and a “moralist” 

conception. The original conception mirrors Holt-Giménez’ understanding of food justice and 

the moralist conception reflects widespread alternative food movements in the U.S.  

Bradley and Herrera’s conception of “original” food justice was born out of the Civil 

Rights Movement and the Black Panther Party and recognizes and reflects those movements. The 

“original” conception of food justice is one in which  

…struggles against racism, exploitation, and oppression taking place within the food 

system are integrated with practical efforts to establish fair, equitable access to fresh, 

healthy, affordable, culturally appropriate food in vulnerable neighborhoods, especially 

low-income neighborhoods and communities of color, with ownership and governance of 

the means of production and exchange accessible to the people who eat this healthy food. 

(Bradley & Herrera, 2016; Hislop, 2014) 

The original conception of food justice has two distinct parts: fighting against systemic 

oppression and building up practical efforts that prioritize those who have been oppressed. This 

dual emphasis on both systemic efforts and targeted solutions is aligned with metrics for food 

justice that seek practical, immediate change as well as structural, long-term change.  
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The moralist conception of food justice fails to fully recognize the autonomy of those 

who have been oppressed by not including self-determination over food production and food 

access as a goal. Of the moralist conception, they write, 

…a moral component comes into play in alternative food movements in such a way that 

proponents see local, sustainable, environmentally friendly foods as universally good 

things to which everyone should have access. Implicit in this belief is the assumption that 

with access, people make the right, or moral, food choices. Thus, a moral imperative to 

establish ‘access’ to local food without regard for the ownership and governance of the 

means of production and exchange represents a moralist notion of food justice. (Bradley 

& Herrera, 2016) 

In the moralist conception, “local, sustainable, and environmentally friendly foods” are the 

central good and priority, and the goal is to make these types of foods more accessible. In 

contrast, the original conception of food justice considers improving food access as one practical 

effort that should happen alongside fighting for ownership and governance of the means of 

production. The moralist conception of food justice does not recognize people’s autonomy as a 

central feature of the movement. Bradley and Herrera critique the moralist conception of food 

justice and advocate for original justice that looks to both systemic and practical actions to 

reduce inequity in food production and governance. 

  The food justice movement is strengthened by connections to global conversations, such 

as the food sovereignty movement, but is re-defined and re-shaped by the local contexts in which 

food justice initiatives exist (Brent et al., 2015). The food system is necessarily “locally 

embedded and globally engaged” (Morgan, 2013). “Locally embedded,” can be understood as 

being aware of and responsive to the spatial and geographic context of the surrounding food 
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environment of a place. This is a key feature of movements that seek to center food justice. 

Many narratives around food are focused on food as a biological experience, but it is useful to 

broaden this narrative to recognize how cultural and social factors influence food and eating.  

“Foodways” is a term used by scholars to be inclusive of the social and biological aspects 

of food while leaving space for traditions and preferences (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Cachelin et 

al., 2019). Foodways allows for a cultural and social understanding of eating, suggesting that 

there is more to food choices than simply eating the foods needed to stay alive. Standard food 

metrics often fail to include the social and cultural dimensions of food. Cachelin et al. explored 

this through a case study situated in Salt Lake City, Utah. The team of researchers selected their 

study area because it was a USDA-defined food desert2 and they gathered participants who 

belonged to immigrant and refugee communities. However, instead of finding evidence of 

difficulty procuring food, they instead found that participants “described rich experiences sharing 

family and community stories” (Cachelin et al., 2019). Existing food metrics do not offer 

insights into the ways that micro food environments, including the relationships that are created 

around food, can shape a person’s experience. Brazil is the first country to acknowledge 

foodways in their approach to national food policy, by integrating modes of eating alongside 

food and meal recommendations. Famously, in their “Ten Steps to Healthy Diets,” step 5 offers 

this wisdom: “whenever possible, eat in company, with family, friends, or colleagues: this 

 
2 According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the U.S. Treasury, and the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS), food deserts are “low-income census tracts with a substantial number or share of 
residents with low levels of access to retail outlets selling healthy and affordable foods” (Ver Ploeg et al., 2011). 
While still commonly used, food activists reject use of the term “food desert” because it obscures vibrant life that is 
present in these areas and implies natural occurrence rather than resulting from systematic racism and oppression 
(Sevilla, 2021).  
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increases the enjoyment of food and encourages eating regularly, attentively, and in appropriate 

environments” (Ministry of Health of Brazil, 2015).  

Cachelin et al. also critiqued both the global food system and traditional approaches to 

improving it for often taking a “single-issue” approach. They argue that both nutrition-focused 

approaches and access-focused approaches can undermine more holistic approaches to improve 

the food system. Practically, this can have significant implications for where to focus funding for 

food systems improvements. This converses with the “moralistic” conception of food justice 

offered by Bradley and Herrera: while alternative or community food movements and 

approaches masquerade as good, they fall short of and can crowd out and distract from holistic, 

transformative approaches for food justice.  

Metrics to Evaluate Food Justice  

While food justice can take many forms, some scholars have worked to identify universal 

metrics that remain constant across diverse initiatives. Many of these metrics attempt to measure 

the multiple aspects of food justice. Cadieux and Slocum described the ways in which 

organizations actively practice food justice (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). They recognized that 

meaningful food justice required engagement with structural inequalities and outlined four 

common nodes that food justice initiatives engaged with: trauma/inequity, exchange, land, and 

labor (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). Cadieux and Slocum described these nodes as: 

1) acknowledging and confronting historical, collective social trauma and persistent race, 

gender, and class inequalities; 

2) designing exchange mechanisms that build communal reliance and control; 
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3) creating innovative ways to control, use, share, own, manage and conceive of land, and 

ecologies in general, that place them outside the speculative market and the rationale of 

extraction; and 

4) pursuing labor relations that guarantee a minimum income and are neither alienating 

nor dependent on (unpaid) social reproduction by women. (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015) 

Their findings showed that robust initiatives addressed each of these nodes in some way.  

In 2019, Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems released a 

collection of established and selected metrics to measure racial equity in the food system 

(Rodman-Alvarez & Colasanti, 2019). This report sought to create a meaningful and useful set of 

metrics focused on food and agricultural data sources. The metrics offered fall into four themes:  

1) food access, or individual agency over food choice,   

2) food and farm business, including equitable access to produce food and own land,  

3) food chain labor, including worker rights and protections; and  

4) food movement, or who is leading and benefitting from the food movement itself. 

The report is intended as a tool to evaluate racial equity in food programs. For each suggested 

metric under each theme, there is a description of the metric, an example, the scale at which data 

is collected (e.g., national, census tract), the unit of analysis (e.g., food system worker, 

restaurant), the data type (e.g., primary, secondary), and the data source or methodology. This 

type of tool is useful for evaluating ongoing programs and focus areas and offers a roadmap for 

future programs to move toward racial equity.  

In 2021, Mui et al. evaluated 47 regional plans to assess how they addressed structural 

barriers to achieving food equity in the U.S. They used a framework for assessing food equity 

that included six dimensions:  
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(1) nutritional adequacy of food,  

(2) food affordability for all people,  

(3) cultural preferences of food for all people,  

(4) social equity in the food system,  

(5) spatial equity in the food system, and  

(6) people's agency in the food system.  

On the scoring scale they developed to assess these dimensions, the highest average score across 

sampled plans was for increasing cultural preferences of food for all people at 43.3/100. The 

lowest average score, 7.5/100 was for social equity in the food system. Their analysis noted 

several ways that plans addressed these dimensions, as well as several strategies for planners to 

increase their support of food equity (Mui et al., 2021). These strategies included expanding the 

scope of plans to include more diverse experiences, ensuring marginalized populations were 

included in planning processes, and improving transportation infrastructure to improve food 

access.    

 Each of these three sets of standards for measuring equity in the food system seek to 

address structural barriers to food justice, like land ownership and labor rights, which is what 

sets them apart from many other food system metrics. Additionally, they each attempt to address 

food justice through various dimensions and aspects. They are intended for slightly different uses 

and tailored to their use, so some will be more appropriate in certain contexts than others.  

Food Planning 

Considering the tendency toward perpetuation of institutionalized racism in unexamined 

contexts, in what ways can municipal staff engage in food planning that supports the food justice 

movement? Growing Food Connections describes food systems planning as a “set of 
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interconnected, forward-thinking activities that strengthen a community’s food system through 

the creation and implementation of plans and policies” (Growing Food Connections, 2021). This 

definition does not sufficiently account for the complexity of food systems, which are rarely 

contained within a single geographic or political community. Allen and Cochrane see regions as 

a “series of open, discontinuous spaces constituted by the social relationships which stretch 

across them in a variety of ways” (Allen & Cochrane, 2007). In their discussion, they show how 

this fluidity of regions generates new systems of governance based on relationships and networks 

of individuals and institutions rather than traditional structures of government. This leads to the 

emergence of networks based on commonalities.  

This description can be aptly applied to the current landscape of food systems as 

independent but intertwined institutions creating and forming networks. For example, an 

independently owned and managed restaurant may choose to source ingredients from a farm that 

the owner has a personal connection with over a farm that is in the same political jurisdiction. 

While these types of networks are not always formalized, the Good Food Purchasing Program is 

one example of a formalized structure. The Good Food Purchasing Program is a national effort 

that offers resources and technical assistance to institutions to encourage procuring food from 

producers with shared values (Center for Good Food Purchasing, 2021). Leading with social 

networks, and not containing food systems with political boundaries, offers the possibility of a 

more appropriate approach to food planning.  

Recent literature has examined the role of municipal planning in food justice initiatives. 

Horst uses the four nodes of structural change identified by Cadieux and Slocum, 

trauma/inequity, exchange, land, and labor, and adds a fifth dimension of democratic process, in 

her analysis of two case studies in the Pacific Northwest. Horst concludes that planners can 
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further food justice but will need to go beyond their traditional lenses of land use regulation and 

engage in anti-racist and anti-oppression advocacy in order to do so (Horst, 2017). Food planning 

that focuses on equity in food access measures without also including programs and policies to 

support people’s autonomy and self-determination in food production, distribution, and access 

will fall short of supporting transformative food justice.  

Building on recent literature, this thesis contributes to understanding the potential and 

shortcomings of city, state, and regional food plans to support the food justice movement. This 

research furthers conversations on how food planning can support the food justice movement, 

using the creation of food plans as a specific tool. The two food plans that I include in this 

research are visionary, non-statutory documents. Their power is in narratives they can elevate, 

visions they can create, and policy agendas they can push forward. They each offer specific, 

contextualized approaches to support transformative food justice. Combined, they also offer 

insights into non-traditional forms of policy development, like the integration of foodways in 

defining and guiding food policy.  
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3 

Identifying Plans that Prioritize Equity and Justice 
 

I conducted a search for food plans and examined these plans to assess how they 

considered and included equity and justice-oriented actions. In this chapter, I discuss the details 

of this review, my scope and search strategy. I present summary tables of all the food plans 

identified. I conclude with a brief description of the two plans I selected as case studies and a 

justification for my selection.   

Scope 

While I recognized that food systems may be included as one aspect in a variety of 

planning and policy documents (including comprehensive plans, climate plans, and health plans), 

my interest was in understanding the integration of equity and justice into plans whose primary 

focus is on food systems. I narrowed my scope to focus on “food plans” as non-statutory 

documents that focus on policy and actions that can be taken by city, state, or regional actors. 

Historically, food policy has offered opportunities for bipartisan collaboration in governments 

and across various stakeholders. I did not capture all actions that planners can take to support 

food justice in other types of plans, but this focus allowed me to explore areas and actions likely 

to have bipartisan support. By keeping this narrow focus on plans whose primary focus is on 

food systems, my analysis supports the integration of equity and justice into food systems 

planning as an intentional and valuable area for investment of time and resources.  

A food plan is a tool for coordination and vision sharing. While some adhere to a typical 

structure like a comprehensive plan or a climate action plan, there is no guideline or 

recommended structure that applies to food plans. There is significant variety in where they 
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come from, who creates them, what is included in them, what their purpose is, what they include 

and/or prioritize, and how they are written and formatted. Because of this diversity, they are not 

necessarily directly comparable with each other. A more helpful way to analyze these types of 

plans is to evaluate internal consistency and the approach they take to address their stated goals. 

This allowed me to recognize, appreciate, and contextualize the ways that different plans attempt 

to prioritize equitable outcomes.  

Search Strategy 

The first step of my analysis was to do a comprehensive search for any prominent 

municipal food plans in the U.S. to fully understand the existing landscape. I searched a variety 

of sources, including:  

- Growing Food Connections Food Policy Database, 

- U.S. major cities websites’, 

- U.S. cities who have signed onto the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact websites’, and 

- references of key articles identified in my literature search.  

I identified food plans produced for 13 U.S. cities. Additionally, my search returned plans for 

four states and three regions, which I included in my overall summary of plans. It was useful to 

review these state and regional plans to show the geographical distribution of food planning 

efforts and to highlight areas where food planning efforts have happened at city, state, and 

regional levels, primarily in the Northeast. I did not seek to integrate state and regional plans 

further into my analysis since they were produced at distinctly different scales than municipal 

plans. I developed summary tables that include key features of the plans, such as location, scale, 

type of plan, and authors and contributors (see Table 1). In addition, for municipal plans, I 

summarized the included plans’ stated priorities, purpose, and goals (see Table 2). Finally, I 
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reviewed the municipal plans for priority themes to assess the similarities and differences across 

locations (see Table 3). 

 Table 1 summarizes key information about each plan. Many plans were titled simply with 

the location and the date of the plan, but others offered a glimpse into the content of the plan 

(e.g., Denver Food Vision is future-focused while the Salt Lake City 2013 Food Assessment is a 

snapshot in time). All the plans I identified were released in the past decade, with the earliest 

released in 2011 and the most recent in 2021. The locations of plans varied across the U.S. with a 

disproportionate number of the plans developed in the northeast. The scale of plans also included 

city, state, and regional, with the majority of food plans being developed at the city level. While 

standard categories of food plans are not recognized, I found it useful in collecting and reviewing 

plans to note those that adhered to similar “types.” I distinguished between six types: plan, policy 

plan, policy agenda, policy platform, and assessment. A “plan” offered a structured set of goals 

tied to recommendations and actions that could be carried out by many diverse stakeholders. The 

recommendations and actions included in plans ranged from programs to policies to advocacy 

and support. A “policy plan” had a similar structure of recommendations and actions but these 

were specific to include recommendations around only policy. I differentiated between a “policy 

agenda” (Boston) and a “policy platform” (Philadelphia) to note that a policy platform has been 

released by a recognized food policy council, while a policy agenda sets out a vision that has not 

yet been adopted by a governing body. A “food system assessment” was backed by research and 

data, offering a current view of challenges and opportunities, and included actions and 

recommendations for the future as a supplemental part of the document rather than the focus. 

Finally, I listed the authors of the plans, who were nearly as numerous as the plans themselves. 

Often, city government offices and food policy councils led food planning efforts, but private 
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planning agencies, local community-based organizations, and regional networks were also 

involved in some plans. Overall, significant diversity exists across the location, scale, structure 

(type), and authoring bodies of the food plans I identified. 
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Table 1. Key Features of City, State, and Regional Food Plans 

Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Scale	 Document	
Type	

Authors	+	Contributors		

Food	Forward	NYC:	A	10-Year	
Food	Policy	Plan	

2021	 New	York	City,	NY	 City	 Policy	Plan	 • Mayor's	Office	of	Food	Policy	

Food	Justice	Agenda	for	a	
Resilient	Boston	

2020	 Boston,	MA	 City	 Policy	
Agenda	

• Office	of	Boston	City	Councilor	Michelle	Wu	

Greater	Pittsburgh	Food	Action	
Plan	

2020	 Pittsburgh	and	
Allegheny	County,	
PA	

City	+	
associated	
county	

Plan	 • Pittsburgh	Food	Policy	Council	

New	Haven	Food	Action	Plan	 2019	 New	Haven,	CT	 City	 Plan	 • New	Haven	Food	Policy	Council	

2018	Food	Policy	Platform	 2018	 Philadelphia,	PA	 City	 Policy	
Platform	
(update)	

• Philadelphia	Food	Policy	Advisory	Council	

DC	Food	System	Assessment	 2018	 Washington,	DC	 City	 Assessment	 • DC	Food	Policy	Council	
• DC	Office	of	Planning	
• Mayor's	Office	

Asheville	Food	Policy	Goals	and	
Action	Plan	

2017	 Asheville,	NC	 City	 Plan	 • Not	specified	

Denver	Food	Vision	 2017	 Denver,	CO	 City	 Plan	 • Denver	City	Council	
• Interagency	Working	Group	
• Denver	Sustainable	Food	Policy	Council	
• Community	Sponsors	
• Student	Interns	

Local	Food	Action	Plan	 2016	 Columbus	and	
Franklin	County,	
OH	

City	+	
associated	
county	

Plan	 • Columbus	City	Council	
• Franklin	County	Board	of	Commissioners	
• Local	Matters,	a	Columbus	community	

organization	
A	Philadelphia	Food	Policy	
Roadmap	

2014	 Philadelphia,	PA	 City	 Policy	
Platform	

• Philadelphia	Food	Policy	Advisory	Council	

Planning	for	Santa	Fe's	Food	
Future;	Querencia:	a	story	of	
food,	farming	and	friends	

2014	 Santa	Fe,	NM	 City	 Plan	 • Santa	Fe	Food	Policy	Council	
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Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Scale	 Document	
Type	

Authors	+	Contributors		

Salt	Lake	City	2013	Community	
Food	Assessment	

2013	 Salt	Lake	City,	UT	 City	 Assessment	 • Carbaugh	Associates,	Inc.	
• VODA	Landscape	+	Planning	
• Salt	Lake	City	Mayor's	Office	
• Salt	Lake	City	Council	
• Salt	Lake	Food	Policy	Task	Force	

City	of	Seattle	Food	Action	Plan	 2012	 Seattle,	WA	 City	 Plan	 • Seattle	Office	of	Sustainability	and	
Environment	

• Seattle	Food	Interdepartmental	Team	
Regional	Food	System	Plan	for	
Vermont's	Northeast	Kingdom	

2016	 Northeast	
Kingdom,	VT	

Regional		
(3	counties)	

Plan	 • Center	for	an	Agricultural	Economy		
• Northeastern	Vermont	Development	

Association	
Sacramento	Region	Food	
System	Action	Plan	

2015	 Sacramento,	CA	
region	

Regional		
(6	counties)		

Plan	 • Sacramento	Region	Community	Foundation	
• Valley	Vision,	a	Sacramento-area	civic	

leadership	organization)	
Eating	Here:	Greater	
Philadelphia's	Food	System	
Plan	

2011	 Philadelphia,	PA	+	
100-mile	foodshed	

Regional		
(70	counties	
in	5	states)	

Plan	 • Delaware	Valley	Regional	Planning	
Commission	

Vermont	Agriculture	&	Food	
System	Strategic	Plan	

2020	 Vermont	 State	 Plan	 • Farm	to	Plate	Network	
• Vermont	Agency	of	Agriculture,	Food	and	

Markets	
Relish	Rhody:	Rhode	Island	
Food	Strategy	

2017	 Rhode	Island	 State	 Plan	 • Rhode	Island	Department	of	Environmental	
Management	

The	Maine	Food	Strategy	
Framework	

2016	 Maine	 State	 Plan	 • Maine	Food	Strategy	Network	

Massachusetts	Local	Food	
Action	Plan	

2015	 Massachusetts	 State	 Plan	 • Metropolitan	Area	Planning	Council	
• Franklin	Regional	Council	of	Governments	
• Pioneer	Valley	Planning	Commission	
• Massachusetts	Workforce	Alliance	

NOTE: Case studies highlighted for reference 
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Acknowledging the diversity in where food plans are developed and who leads the process, I was also interested in 

understanding why food plans were developed (see Table 2). I looked to the purpose specified and published in the documents as well 

as the stated priorities, recommendations, or goals of the plan. There were many reasons groups sought to develop food plans. In many 

cases, the purpose was to set a vision and outline specific priorities to achieve this vision. To explore the similarities and differences 

across plans based on their stated priorities, recommendations, and goals, I noted themes that each plan referenced (see Table 3). 

 
Table 2. Purpose and Stated Priorities in Municipal Food Plans 

Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Purpose	 Stated	Priorities	or	Priority	Areas	

Food	Forward	
NYC:	A	10-Year	
Food	Policy	Plan	

2021	 New	York	
City,	NY	

To	“lay	out	an	ambitious	interagency	
policy	framework	to	reach	a	more	
equitable,	sustainable,	and	healthy	
food	system	by	2031.”	

• All	New	Yorkers	have	multiple	ways	to	access	
healthy,	affordable,	and	culturally	appropriate	food	

• New	York	City’s	food	economy	drives	economic	
opportunity	and	provides	good	jobs	

• The	supply	chains	that	feed	New	York	City	are	
modern,	efficient,	and	resilient	

• New	York	City’s	food	is	produced,	distributed,	and	
disposed	of	sustainably	

• Support	the	systems	and	knowledge	to	implement	
the	10-year	food	policy	plan	

Food	Justice	
Agenda	for	a	
Resilient	Boston	

2020	 Boston,	MA	 To	outline	food	system	problems,	
solutions,	and	ways	that	the	Wu	
administration	intends	to	prioritize	
food	justice.		

• Invest	in	Boston’s	food	chain	workers	
• Support	Boston’s	restaurants	and	food	economy	
• Expand	Boston	residents’	access	to	fresh,	nutritious,	

affordable,	and	local	food	
• Leverage	public	procurement	to	drive	broader	food	

system	change	
• Strengthen	food	system	coalitions	to	pursue	a	food	

justice	agenda	
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Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Purpose	 Stated	Priorities	or	Priority	Areas	

Greater	Pittsburgh	
Food	Action	Plan	

2020	 Allegheny	
County,	PA	

To	“provide	a	comprehensive	look	at	
Allegheny	County’s	food	system	and	
details	recommendations	for	how	it	
can	be	made	more	just,	equitable,	and	
sustainable.”	

• Enhance	coordination	and	communication	
among	existing	food	systems’	resources	and	
agencies	

• Center	the	roles	of	equity,	sustainable	
agriculture,	and	environmental	stewardship	in	a	
healthy	food	system	

• Support	a	robust	regional	food	economy	that	
benefits	all	

• Improve	food	security	and	public	health	by	
increasing	availability	and	accessibility	of	nutritious,	
high-quality,	affordable,	and	locally	sourced	food	

• Build	community	power	based	on	the	principle	
of	food	sovereignty	for	all	residents	

New	Haven	Food	
Action	Plan	

2019	 New	Haven,	
CT	

To	“review	the	key	characteristics	of	
New	Haven’s	complex	food	
environment	and	propose	a	number	of	
goals,	strategies,	and	actions	to	move	
New	Haven	toward	a	more	robust,	
sustainable,	and	healthy	food	system.”	

• Increase	access	to	healthy	food	
• Strengthen	our	local	food	economy	
• Encourage	healthy	food	choices	through	education	

and	marketing	efforts	

2018	Food	Policy	
Platform	

2018	 Philadelphia,	
PA	

To	update	food	system	policy	
priorities	and	acknowledge	successes	
since	the	2014	Philadelphia	Food	
Policy	Roadmap.	

• General	(funding	and	staffing	for	food	systems	
support)	

• Anti-hunger	
• Food	and	Health	
• Good	Food	Procurement	
• Urban	Agriculture	
• Workforce	and	Economic	Development	

DC	Food	System	
Assessment	

2018	 Washington,	
DC	

To	“report	on	key	indicators	of	health,	
equity,	and	sustainability	in	the	
District’s	food	system,	highlight	
innovative	food	programs	and	policies	
within	the	District,	and	recommend	
strategies	to	meet	the	District’s	food	
policy	goals	and	priorities.”	

• Improving	food	security	and	health	in	the	District	
• Improving	the	District’s	food	procurement	and	

service	
• Expanding	healthy	food	access	in	the	District	
• Growing	healthy	food	in	the	District		
• Supporting	local	businesses,	entrepreneurs,	and	the	

food	workforce		
• Reducing	wasted	food		
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Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Purpose	 Stated	Priorities	or	Priority	Areas	

Asheville	Food	
Policy	Goals	and	
Action	Plan	

2017	 Asheville,	NC	 To	outline	a	resolution	in	support	of	
the	Asheville	Buncombe	Food	Policy	
Agenda.	

• Increase	access	to	nutritionally	adequate	food	for	all	
City	residents	with	priority	given	to	serving	people	
experiencing	food	insecurity.	

• Through	rural	land	preservation,	business	support	
initiatives,	and	producer	education,	more	local	food	
is	available	to	residents,	and	regional	food	producers	
are	economically	viable.	

• The	City	of	Asheville	prioritizes	and	supports	
resident	education	that	increases	food	literacy	and	
food	productions	skills.	

• The	City	of	Asheville	takes	a	proactive	approach	to	
resource	access	and	management	by	making	
resources	necessary	for	urban	agriculture	available	
and	affordable,	offering	incentives	to	encourage	
innovative	conservation	practices,	and	prioritizing	
city-wide	waste	reduction.	

• The	Asheville	community	has	an	organized	voice	and	
provides	regional	leadership	in	advocacy	for	
programs	and	projects	that	support	local	and	
regional	food	production,	farmland	preservation,	
and	resource	conservation.	

• Residents	have	access	to	a	sufficient	regional	food	
supply	in	the	event	of	a	disruption	to	the	existing	
food	system.	

• The	City	of	Asheville	is	a	national	food	policy	leader	
that	develops	and	implements	innovative	internal	
policies,	programs,	and	initiatives	that	embody	our	
commitment	to	food	justice,	local	food	purchasing,	
and	local	economies.	

Denver	Food	
Vision	

2017	 Denver,	CO	 To	“set	forth	an	ambitious,	
comprehensive	approach	to	further	
developing	the	Denver	food	system.”	

• Inclusive		
• Healthy	
• Vibrant	
• Resilient	
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Document	Title	 Date	
Released	

Location	 Purpose	 Stated	Priorities	or	Priority	Areas	

Local	Food	Action	
Plan	

2016	 Columbus	
and	Franklin	
County,	OH	

To	“provide	a	framework	of	common	
goals	and	actions	that	serve	to	unify	
residents,	schools,	community	
organizations,	businesses	and	local	
government	in	supporting	a	healthy,	
strong	and	resilient	local	food	
system.”	

• Enhance	coordination	and	communication	among	
existing	food	resources	and	agencies	

• Improve	access	to	and	education	about	healthy	food,	
affordable	food,	and	local	food	

• Increase	the	role	of	food	in	economic	development	
• Prevent	food-related	waste	

A	Philadelphia	
Food	Policy	
Roadmap	

2014	 Philadelphia,	
PA	

To	outline	food-system	related	issues,	
challenges,	and	recommendations.	

• Support	policies	and	programs	that	promote	
community	health	and	end	hunger	

• Strengthen	the	economy	by	improving	local	
workers	and	local	food	procurement	

• Empower	the	Mayor’s	Food	Policy	Advisory	
Council	to	lead	food	policy	reform	

• Emphasize	the	importance	of	urban	agriculture	
as	a	pathway	to	food	democracy	

Planning	for	Santa	
Fe's	Food	Future;	
Querencia:	a	story	
of	food,	farming	
and	friends	

2014	 Santa	Fe,	NM	 To	“ensure	that	a	safe,	healthy,	and	
affordable	food	supply	will	be	
available	to	all	residents	for	decades	
to	come.”	

• Getting	food		
• Learning	about	food	
• Growing	food		

Salt	Lake	City	2013	
Community	Food	
Assessment	

2013	 Salt	Lake	
City,	UT	

To	assess	the	current	situation	of	Salt	
Lake	City's	food	system	to	support	
strategic	planning,	policy,	and	actions	
to	further	a	sustainable	food	system.	

• Community	and	Health	
• Production	
• Distribution	
• Consumption	
• Food	Security	
• Food	Waste	
• Food	Sustainability	

City	of	Seattle	Food	
Action	Plan	

2012	 Seattle,	WA	 To	outline	goals,	values,	strategies,	
and	actions	for	achieving	a	healthy	
food	system	in	Seattle.	

• Healthy	food	for	all	
• Grow	local	
• Strengthen	the	local	economy	
• Prevent	food	waste	

NOTE: Case studies highlighted for reference 
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Table 3. Key Themes in Municipal Food Plans 

Document	Title	 Location	 Key	Themes	
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Food	Forward	NYC:	A	10-Year	Food	Policy	Plan	 New	York	City,	NY	 x	 x	 x	 	 x	 	 	 x	 	 x	

Food	Justice	Agenda	for	a	Resilient	Boston	 Boston,	MA	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 	 	 	 	 x	

Greater	Pittsburgh	Food	Action	Plan	 Allegheny	County,	
PA	

	 x	 x	 	 x	 	 	 x	 x	 x	

New	Haven	Food	Action	Plan	 New	Haven,	CT	 	 x	 x	 	 	 	 x	 	 	 x	

2018	Food	Policy	Platform	 Philadelphia,	PA	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 	 	 	 x	

DC	Food	System	Assessment	 Washington,	DC	 x	 x	 x	 x	 	 x	 	 x	 	 x	

Asheville	Food	Policy	Goals	and	Action	Plan	 Asheville,	NC	 	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 	 	

Denver	Food	Vision	 Denver,	CO	 	 x	 x	 	 x	 x	 	 x	 	 x	

Local	Food	Action	Plan	 Columbus	and	
Franklin	County,	OH	

	 x	 x	 	 x	 	 x	 x	 	 	

A	Philadelphia	Food	Policy	Roadmap	 Philadelphia,	PA	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 x	 	 	 	 x	

Planning	for	Santa	Fe's	Food	Future;	Querencia:	a	
story	of	food,	farming	and	friends	

Santa	Fe,	NM	 	 	 x	 	 	 x	 x	 x	 	 	

Salt	Lake	City	2013	Community	Food	Assessment	 Salt	Lake	City,	UT	 	 	 x	 	 	 x	 	 x	 	 x	

City	of	Seattle	Food	Action	Plan	 Seattle,	WA	 	 x	 x	 	 	 x	 	 x	 	 x	

NOTE: Case studies highlighted for reference 
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Taking time to read through, understand, and note similarities and differences across the 

plans I reviewed revealed the diversity in processes, authors, intended purposes, and desired 

outcomes across these food plans. I took note of different intended purposes because comparing 

the content and text of plans with different purposes would not necessarily offer useful insights. 

Ultimately, a well-written plan should align recommendations with the intended purpose, and it 

did not make sense for me to assess recommendations in plans that did not specifically intend to 

elevate equity and justice as priorities. Based on my initial analysis, two plans elevated equity 

and justice as values and included goals, recommendations, or strategies to follow-through on 

those stated values: the Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston and the Greater Pittsburgh 

Food Action Plan (Office of Boston City Councilor Michelle Wu, 2020; Pittsburgh Food Policy 

Council, 2020). I selected these two plans for in-depth case studies and used methods of 

discourse analysis and semi-structured interviews to complete my analysis.  

While most of the other plans I reviewed had no mention of equity or justice, two plans 

did reference social justice, environmental justice, or food justice as a value (Seattle Food Action 

Plan) or as a challenge to address (Food Forward NYC). However, these plans missed the 

opportunity to include recommendations and strategies that seek to manifest the values they 

profess, so I did not include them as case studies. For example, Seattle’s plan includes a goal to 

strengthen the local food economy, and the introduction to the plan notes that their approach to 

achieving the included goals includes a “focus on racial and social equity” among other priorities 

(City of Seattle Office of Sustainability and Environment, 2012). The included recommendations 

are focused on supporting local growers and farmer’s markets. Only one specific strategy (out of 

seven total under the goal) is to “support market gardens for low-income immigrant and refugee 

communities” (City of Seattle Office of Sustainability and Environment, 2012). As will be 
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shown by the Pittsburgh Food Action Plan and the Food Justice Agenda, there are several 

additional opportunities to support small food businesses and entrepreneurs that align with an 

overall goal of strengthening the local food economy and are directly tied to racial and social 

equity that likely would have been relevant for the City of Seattle.  

Another finding that this preliminary analysis revealed was the similarities across the key 

themes despite different intents and purposes of the plans. Across all the municipal plans I 

reviewed, their stated priorities and goals fell into 10 themes (see Table 3). Analyzing the plans 

by what themes they included did not offer insight into whether equity and justice-oriented 

outcomes were prioritized. This required a deeper reading and consideration of the plan 

according to a case study approach.  

Case Studies 

I conducted a multiple-case study design with a single unit of analysis: the food plan. 

Including multiple cases allowed me to draw compelling conclusions and examine the 

similarities and differences between cases. I followed the logic of replication, selecting two case 

studies with similar values, recommendations, and actions to explore contextual factors in their 

development (Yin, 2008). I sought to understand the ways in which equity and justice were 

included in these documents, their political positioning and intended purpose, and the ways in 

which the surrounding social context affected the inclusion of justice-oriented policies and 

actions. Discourse analysis provided a method for understanding, analyzing, and interpreting the 

text of the food plans. Semi-structured interviews provided additional insight into the political 

context and the development of the plans.  
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Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston 

In October of 2020, while the U.S. was adjusting to an ongoing state of crisis resulting 

from the COVID-19 pandemic, Boston City Councilor Michelle Wu released the Food Justice 

Agenda for a Resilient Boston. This was in conjunction with her campaign for Mayor, and the 

Food Justice Agenda played a key role in her campaign as the first policy platform she launched 

publicly. It was later followed by a comprehensive platform outlining the Wu campaign’s 

priorities on topics ranging from health, safety, and transportation to climate justice, economic 

justice, and closing the racial wealth gap. If adopted by the City Council, the Food Justice 

Agenda would be the first City-backed document to establish a clear vision for food justice in 

any major U.S. city. Even as a policy agenda without full backing by the City Council, this 

document’s bold statements and recommendations are already beyond what other cities have 

proposed and are elevating the conversation around food systems change to center racial and 

economic justice. Showing her commitment to this work, in her first 100 days as Mayor, Mayor 

Wu renamed the city’s Office of Food Access to be the Office of Food Justice and created a new 

office to focus on urban agriculture (Bennett, 2022).  

There are four aspects of the Food Justice Agenda that are transformative for food 

systems planning. First, the Food Justice Agenda offers clarity and specificity in linking the 

concept of food justice to racial justice and to actual food system outcomes. Since the plan is 

targeted to address the City of Boston specifically, there can be a clear and explicit focus on 

racial and economic justice in Boston’s food system. Second, the Food Justice Agenda 

acknowledges and uplifts food as a basic human right central to food systems planning. Third, 

the Food Justice Agenda responds to the experiences of Boston residents in the COVID-19 

pandemic. While the pandemic has had global implications, the effects and disruptions were felt 
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differently across different families, individuals, neighborhoods, so having a document that 

recognizes and acknowledges this is significant. Finally, while the plan has a distinct focus on 

Boston residents and Boston-based food businesses, the text and surrounding goals acknowledge 

the power and influence that cities can have on regional and national change in food systems.  

Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan  

The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan was developed as a roadmap for coordination 

across multiple stakeholder groups to improve the regional food system. The Pittsburgh Food 

Policy Council led the development of the plan through a collaborative process over the course 

of 2 years. The Pittsburgh Food Policy Council was established in 2009 to convene food systems 

stakeholders. The group includes members from government, non-profit, co-op, university, and 

farm entities from the Southwestern Pennsylvania Region (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 

2022). Since this group was an already established convener, the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action 

Plan was positioned well to undertake a robust community engagement process including 

organizational and agency partners as well as community members in the Greater Pittsburgh 

region who are affected by food insecurity. The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan was 

finalized in August 2020 and released at the Pittsburgh Food Policy Council meeting in 

September 2020. The plan has not been formally adopted or recognized by the Pittsburgh City 

Council and the Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, an independent non-profit organization, is 

leading efforts to implement the plan.  

There are three significant and notable features that stand out in the Greater Pittsburgh 

Food Action Plan. First, the plan prioritizes collaboration and a shared vision. Collaboration was 

inherent in the development of the plan and was also elevated as a goal to continue to work 

toward. Since food issues are interrelated with many other issues, collaboration between food 
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systems stakeholders and other groups is key to transformation in the food system. Second, the 

plan explicitly defines the values it prioritizes, which are justice, equity, and sustainability, and it 

demonstrates the ways these values can be upheld through strategies and actions. Third, the plan 

elevates food sovereignty based on community power. This opens the conversation of food 

planning to envision food justice that fights against a traditional understanding of neoliberal 

production and encourages self-determination.  
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4 

Features of Justice-Oriented Food Plans 
 

I explored two case studies to understand the ways in which equity and justice are 

included in each of them. My exploration of each of these case studies was informed by 

document analysis and semi-structured interviews. The published plans were the primary 

documents at the center of my analysis. The information I collected through interviews 

supplemented, expanded, and corroborated the findings from my document analysis. 

In this chapter, I describe my framework for reading and understanding the two plans I 

selected as case studies, including the questions that guided my reading and analysis. I give a 

brief background of each case study and then discuss the features of the plans that emerged as 

significant for equity and justice-oriented food planning.  

Reading and Understanding the Plans 

“What if language does not simply mirror or picture the world but instead profoundly 

shapes our view of it in the first place?” (Fischer & Forester, 1993). My understanding of food 

issues has been shaped by the language that dominates food discourse, which is often written and 

produced by researchers, organizations, or policymakers. Language is a vehicle for power. It 

shapes narratives to create meaning and to define social norms and conditions (Fischer & 

Forester, 1993; Ghertner, 2008). Persistent and dominant narratives in food systems planning 

that focus on the environmental harms of conventional food production and the persistent 

disparities in food access are often seen as good and helpful by proponents of alternative food 

systems, but often fail to align with food justice narratives that call for systemic change focused 

on uplifting communities most harmed by current inequities in the food system (Alkon & 
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Agyeman, 2011). Discourse analysis offers a framework for critical analysis to examine not just 

the written text, but also what is left out of the text (Bernard, 2006; Bowen, 2009). Discourse 

analysis encourages reading texts in a way that pays particular attention to power relations that 

are embedded into narratives (Ghertner, 2008). If a food plan promotes values of justice and 

equity, in what ways are those values understood and integrated into strategies in the plan? Who 

is positioned as knowledgeable in the plan? Additionally, beyond the textual analysis, the 

production of collaborative documents also has potential to create social value through new and 

expanded relationships (Riles, 1998). I explored the relationships developed and furthered 

through the writing of these two food plans in my interviews.  

Knowing that different reading styles, frameworks, and positionality affect  

understanding, I was intentional about my approach to reading and analyzing the two food plans 

I selected. Both these food plans attempted to lay out a vision that recognized, unified, and 

addressed a particular group of people. These texts, though locally embedded, were also seeking 

to align themselves with the larger movement for food justice through the specific language they 

used. Word choice, sentence structure, images, and scope of what was included in these plans all 

offered insight into the meaning and vision they hoped to construct. The specific questions that 

guided my reading of these texts were:  

• Who produced this text? Under what conditions? For what purpose? 

• Who is the intended audience? Who is the incidental audience?  

• What world does this text imagine and construct?  

• What are the social effects that imagining this world has?  

• What values does the text elevate explicitly or implicitly? 
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Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston  

The Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston breaks the mold of food systems policy 

and planning by clearly and explicitly linking food justice to racial justice, by acknowledging 

food as a human right, by responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, and by modeling the power 

that cities can access to influence regional and national food systems practices.  

Food Justice is Racial Justice  

The Food Justice Agenda draws a clear link to racial justice. As evidenced by literature 

critiquing food systems efforts, integrating principles of equity and justice into food systems 

planning is rare and often falls short of offering a platform for real change. The clarity and 

specificity of the Food Justice Agenda is one of its key strengths. The introductory text in the 

Food Justice Agenda recognizes current inequities in the food system and the proposed 

recommendations respond directly to these inequities. The food justice vision is stated in the 

introduction to the Food Justice Agenda, which is then tied into each of the primary 

recommendations and supported through suggested actions. The text in the introduction reads,  

Food justice means affirming that consistent access to nutritious, affordable, and 

culturally relevant food is a universal human right; and it means enshrining the right to 

self-determination for communities to own and manage land for their own food 

provisioning…Food justice means racial justice, demanding a clear-eyed understanding 

of how white supremacy has shaped our food systems – nationally, and right here in 

Boston, where Black, Latinx, Indigenous and AAPI communities have not enjoyed equal 

access to nutritious and culturally relevant foods, good food jobs, economically vibrant 

neighborhoods, and the opportunity to thrive. (Office of Boston City Councilor Michelle 

Wu, 2020) 
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This text affirms food justice as ensuring consistent food access and ownership over food 

provisioning. Data on food insecurity and land access presented later in the plan shows that these 

rights are currently not realized for all Boston residents, but instead are divided along racial 

lines. Food insecurity is significantly higher in Black and Latino populations than in white 

populations; a similar disparity is seen in access to community gardens, with lower access to 

community gardens in census tracts with higher Black populations (Office of Boston City 

Councilor Michelle Wu, 2020). At the same time, the combined effects from wealth disparities, 

lack of representation in government, zoning codes that exclude people of color, and rapid 

gentrification, have stripped communities of color of their rights to self-determination and 

control of their land.   

The Food Justice Agenda includes targeted strategies aimed at reducing and remedying 

these disparities through equitable resource allocation. For example, the plan recommends that 

the City of Boston should bring more land into use for urban farming through incentives and 

registry fees for vacant lots. The discussion specifies, “in coordinating land transfers, the City 

should give preference to community land trusts (CLTs) and other organizational structures that 

ensure the permanent community control of land, including by offering administrative and 

financial support to new and established CLTs” (Office of Boston City Councilor Michelle Wu, 

2020). Prioritizing CLTs embodies Boston’s commitment to promoting racial justice through the 

Food Justice Agenda.  

The Food Justice Agenda goes on to offer several “food justice means…” statements that 

tie the concept of food justice to social justice, environmental justice, and economic justice 

outcomes with remarkable clarity. Each of these statements are then linked to ways that city 

government can follow through on the stated values. Social justice calls not just for the reduction 
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in food insecurity, but also advocates for protections for food chain workers who have been 

historically excluded from many labor movements. Environmental justice calls not just for 

increasing urban agriculture in the city, but also for sourcing food from companies that use 

regenerative production practices. Economic justice calls not just for ensuring food is affordable 

for everyone, but also for wealth-building opportunities in under resourced communities. In 

linking intentions to strategies, the Food Justice Agenda makes clear how an orientation toward 

social justice, racial justice, environmental justice, and economic justice are inherently linked to 

food justice.  

Food is a Right, not a Commodity  

Second, the Food Justice Agenda acknowledges and uplifts food production and 

consumption as a basic human right that should be available for all people and protected from 

commodification. As referenced in the quote above, this is stated clearly in the introduction. It is 

also apparent in recommendations that prioritize the experiences and outcomes of people who 

work in food systems (and more simply, those who eat). Food as a right is underscored through 

goals to “invest in Boston’s food chain workers” and “increase Boston residents’ food 

purchasing power” and “diversify and democratize Boston Food Access Council membership” 

(Office of Boston City Councilor Michelle Wu, 2020). These actions draw on autonomy and 

self-determination reflected in the food sovereignty movement to fight against the 

commodification of food production and distribution.  

Food as a right has not yet been realized in U.S. food policy but a compelling precedent 

exists in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. To promote citywide food security, Belo Horizonte has 

considered several creative strategies that place individuals at the center of the food system. One 

example of this is the “Restaurantes Populares” or “People’s Restaurant” initiative (Rocha, 
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2016). This initiative created Restaurantes Populares, which are restaurants for anyone to come 

and get affordable, healthy, and fresh food. They are open daily and placed strategically to be 

most easily accessed by people with low income. These locations are supported by city funds in 

partnership with local producers. They are based on the understanding of food as a right that the 

city provides to its residents, in contrast to food as a commodity for profit. Most food bought and 

sold in the U.S. is treated like a commodity and subject to market forces. Government support 

would be necessary to establish a program like this in the U.S., as was the case in Brazil. Belo 

Horizonte offers possibilities for creative ways of addressing challenges when the focus is on an 

individual’s right to food. The Food Justice Agenda, by acknowledging food as a universal 

human right, has taken a first step to drive positive food systems change around efforts to 

promote food security.   

COVID-19 Has Altered the Food Policy Landscape  

The Food Justice Agenda acknowledges the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

lasting social and economic implications that will continue to affect Boston residents. It was and 

continues to be a global pandemic with deeply personal effects. The Food Justice Agenda 

acknowledges the City’s common experiences without blurring or oversimplifying the different 

challenges that individuals and families experienced and continue to endure. COVID-19 offered 

opportunities for neighbors, bound by spatial proximity, to understand each other’s experience 

more deeply. Especially in the early days, pandemic response measures were prioritized in 

Federal, State, and local funding. A renewed a sense of urgency and a marked increase in 

individuals needing support sparked the creation of new working groups and coalitions to 

address food access.  
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While the Food Justice Agenda does not offer public health advice, it does aptly navigate 

a world that has been altered by a common, but not necessarily shared, experience. The Food 

Justice Agenda acknowledges that the pandemic has affected everyone, but that small restaurant 

owners have had a vastly different experience than grocery store workers or remote office 

workers, and that appropriate responses should reflect these differences rather than offer blanket 

solutions. Recognizing these differences makes public policy deeply personal and allows 

individuals to see themselves reflected in the process and outcomes, like in targeted small 

business relief. The Food Justice Agenda responds specifically to the experience in Boston but a 

similar recognition and acknowledgement of changes to the food policy landscape because of the 

COVID-19 pandemic are likely paralleled in many U.S. cities. It underscores the need for 

continued urgency in city programs to support solutions to inequity in food production, 

distribution, and access.  

Cities are a Force for Regional and National Food Systems Change 

Cities are in a unique place to influence the food system. They have flexibility to pilot 

new types of programs and authority to enact policies without the added partisan considerations 

that exist at the State and Federal levels. While generally the focus of city staff is looking inward 

to provide services, usually neighborhood-level or city-wide, they have a significant opportunity 

to influence regional and national food systems change as a user of services (A. Robbins, 

personal communication, March 9, 2022). The Good Food Purchasing program is one way that 

cities are influencing food systems change through establishing and committing to values-based 

procurement practices. In 2019, the Boston City Council adopted a Good Food Purchasing policy 

that values local economies, environmental sustainability, workforce, animal welfare, and 

nutrition when considering procurement contracts for food production and sales (Bronsing-
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Lazalde, 2019). However, this policy has yet to be implemented. This type of policy has 

significant upstream influence and reveals the power of buyers to drive change within a 

neoliberal capitalist system by pushing producers and agribusiness to move toward practices that 

align with their stated values (Bankert, 2018). While it can be initiated by one city’s commitment 

to these values, the effect is connecting producers and consumers in social networks that are not 

containing or confined by political boundaries. 

Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan  

The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan goes beyond similar plans developed by other 

cities by prioritizing collaboration from a shared vision, being explicit about what justice, equity, 

and sustainability in food systems means, and by elevating community food sovereignty as a 

goal. 

A Vision Requires Many Voices 

 Collaboration is woven through the entire Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan, from the 

need to develop a plan, to the way the plan was developed, to the actions included and the 

stakeholders tagged for input and implementation. In the introduction to the plan, the authors 

note that the “inspiration for this plan came from the recognized need for a shared vision and 

greater coordination among the many entities working to create food systems change across 

Southwestern Pennsylvania.” Moving beyond inspiration to process, during the development of 

the plan, the Pittsburgh Food Policy Council sought to engage community groups and 

community members around the region. Evidence in the published plan, including the findings of 

the engagement process and the resulting goals included, suggests that the community 

engagement process was robust and did lead to influence on the goals and actions included in the 

plan. Finally, each action recommended in the plan includes a tag to show relevant stakeholders 
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who are well-positioned to follow through on that action. Stakeholders most often included the 

public sector stakeholders with policy-making authority and the contributors who could support 

and guide the direction of the policies and actions. This stakeholder tag encourages 

accountability and serves as a roadmap for future collaboration to achieve the actions in the plan 

but is not by itself a sufficient strategy for building trust or ensuring implementation.  

Terms like Equity, Justice, and Sustainability Need to be Clearly Defined and Linked to Actions 

that Embody Those Definitions  

 In the introduction to the plan, the authors take a few lines to list and define the three core 

values at the heart of the plan: justice, equity, and sustainability. The definitions provided are 

clear, concise, meaningful, and tied directly to the food system. While these terms are commonly 

included in food plan visions, they are rarely defined in simple and accessible ways. Even more 

rare across the plans I reviewed is the inclusion of strategies and actions in the plan that connect 

directly to the stated values of justice and equity. The Greater Pittsburgh Food Plan shows the 

importance of clearly stated values and provisions, most often in the form of recommendations 

and actions, to demonstrate these values.  

As defined in the plan, a just food system is one that “counters systemic economic, racial 

and gender-based disparities” (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 2020). This definition is broad 

but offers a guide by which to judge the included actions. Do the recommendations and 

suggested strategies acknowledge and address systemic economic, racial, and gender-based 

disparities in meaningful ways? To illustrate, consider one goal of the plan: “support a robust 

regional food economy that benefits all” (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 2020). At this high 

level, there is no clear commitment to equitable distribution of benefits or fight against systemic 

disparities. However, on deeper analysis, the recommendations that are included to achieve the 
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goal do specifically seek to benefit groups who have been historically excluded from benefits of 

the food economy. Nearly half, seven out of fifteen, recommendations under this goal seek to 

ensure small scale food entrepreneurs, food entrepreneurs from historically marginalized 

communities, small grocers and small food retail businesses, and food chain workers are 

protected and prioritized.  

Each of the recommendations in the plan are accompanied by specific strategies that 

include measures to evaluate the success of the strategy when implemented. Taking this 

illustration one step further, consider the recommendation to “streamline resources and supports 

available to food entrepreneurs” (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 2020). This recommendation 

includes four strategies that seek to streamline information and support in different ways. 

Recognition and opportunities to address systemic economic, racial, and gender-based disparities 

must be included even at this granular level of strategies to ensure the actions continue to align 

with the value of justice stated in the plan. This is illustrated through the proposed evaluation 

measures for designing financial literacy education. The discussion specifies that some programs 

are available, but they do not meet current demand. When creating new programs, the 

recommended evaluation includes “attention to demand, cost, number of spots designated for 

economically disadvantaged entrepreneurs, and a target for more racial, gender, and income 

diversity than the industry average” (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 2020). These evaluation 

measures are not an official implementation plan, but specifically including these considerations 

is a way for the authors of the plan to acknowledge and address systemic disparities in food 

systems. There is a through line woven between these specific strategies that connects and 

informs the stated value of justice in the introduction to the plan.  When improving racial or 

social equity is included as a blanket statement and not tied to an action or strategy, it loses the 
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power of specificity. The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan models the level of specificity 

needed in actions and strategies that seek to prioritize equity and justice-oriented outcomes.  

Community Power Lays a Foundation for Food Sovereignty 

One of the five goals included in the Pittsburgh Food Action Plan is to “build community 

power based on the principle of food sovereignty for all residents” (Pittsburgh Food Policy 

Council, 2020). Including food sovereignty as a goal shows the authors’ understanding of the 

limits of the neoliberal capitalist system in achieving just outcomes and interest in pursuing 

systemic, transformative programs and policies. Food sovereignty prioritizes people’s rights to 

food autonomy, including ownership over food production and consumption. However, the 

specific ways to accomplish this goal can and should look different and align with the individual 

community needs and cultural and social context in which it takes place (Forum for Food 

Sovereignty, 2007; Patel, 2009). While the plan offers many strategies to work within current 

production systems to make them more equitable and oriented toward justice, the inclusion of 

food sovereignty focuses on improving participation in democratic governance and building 

community wealth. Four strategies are included to build food sovereignty: 

1. incorporate food systems into all municipal and neighborhood planning efforts; 

2. strengthen the leadership and capacity of neighborhood-level food justice 

networks; 

3. connect community food leaders to local government officials; and 

4. develop strategies to build community wealth. (Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 

2020)  

Through these strategies, the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan outlines an approach to 

building community power that is broader than food-centered solutions and that begins at the 



 50 

community level. Increasing democratic participation and elevating the input of communities 

whose voices have been marginalized and excluded in planning and governance is a key step 

toward a more just society (Patel, 2009). Though articulated with slightly different language, this 

approach is like the Food Justice Agenda’s commitment to prioritizing worker’s rights, 

increasing representation in governance systems, and building community wealth.  

The way that both the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan and the Food Justice Agenda 

for a Resilient Boston draw connections and link social justice, racial justice, environmental 

justice, and community power to food-related issues is significant and unique in food planning.  

Based on my reading of these plans, I offer several key observations for planners and city 

officials to consider when developing justice-oriented food plans: 

• food justice is racial justice; 

• food is a right, not a commodity; 

• COVID-19 has altered the food policy landscape;  

• cities are a force for regional and national food systems change; 

• a vision requires many voices; 

• terms like justice, equity, and sustainability need to be clearly defined and linked 

to actions that embody those definitions; and  

• community power lays a foundation for food sovereignty. 
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5 

 Commitments and Processes to Meaningfully Integrate Equity and 

Justice in Food Plans  
 
 The Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action 

Plan have several features that stand out among food plans and offer specific insights for 

planning to support food justice. In this chapter, I discuss general lessons from these two case 

studies and offer my analysis of how the commitments and processes that proved to be valuable 

may be adapted for other cities. I specifically discuss aligning purpose with process, articulating 

a vision through shared values, recognizing justice beyond food access, and determining the 

scope of a plan. Within the discussion of scoping, I also call attention to one commitment that is 

foundational for determining an appropriate scope: starting where people are already organized. 

While both plans have their own internal strengths and weaknesses, drawing out the 

commonalities across the two plans reveals potential directions for future planning. Both plans 

seek to inspire and set a vision for their respective audiences. Both plans include food justice as a 

priority and provide insight and explanation on the ways that they envision food justice in their 

respective communities. They go beyond a simple definition and articulate a clarity of purpose 

that runs through their vision, recommendations, and actions. The result is a narrative that 

informs and expands understanding of the food justice movement and offers ways that food plans 

can support the movement. Finally, both recognize historical and ongoing activism that have laid 

a foundation for continued collaboration in food planning. 
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Aligning Purpose with Process 

My preliminary analysis showed that there is no standard process for developing a food 

plan, so each authoring body is responsible for establishing and implementing procedures that 

allow for collaborative production of the plan. Based on these two case studies, one common 

insight that emerged was that the purpose of the plan directed the production of the plan. The 

Food Justice Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan demonstrate alignment 

between their intended purpose for the plan and the process that they followed to produce the 

plan.  

The Food Justice Agenda was released in conjunction with the 2020 Wu Mayoral 

campaign. The purpose of the Food Justice Agenda was to outline food-system related problems 

and solutions. Developing the Food Justice Agenda began by reviewing existing food programs 

in Boston and noting the challenges that COVID-19 presented for various food system 

stakeholders (A. Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022). COVID-19 had disparate 

effects on Boston neighborhoods. When the effects of COVID-19 were coupled with food 

system challenges, food policy opportunities to address racial justice, economic justice, and 

environmental justice emerged. The Food Justice Agenda named many Boston food system 

stakeholders but did not describe exactly how the information that these stakeholders provided 

informed the resulting strategies and recommendations. In my interview, it became clear that the 

development process was based on many conversations with stakeholders during the 

development and review of the plan (A. Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022). The 

purpose of the plan – to address food-system related issues in Boston – relied on connecting with 

and including stakeholders in the development process. Naming these stakeholders in the final 

publication honored ongoing food system work in Boston. Explicitly showing how and why 
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stakeholder input was critical to the development of the Food Justice Agenda in the text could 

have demonstrated the importance of aligning the plan’s process with its intended purpose.   

The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan was developed to look comprehensively at the 

Allegheny County food system and to recommend actions to make the food system more just, 

equitable, and sustainable. Justice, equity, and sustainability are the plans core values, inspired 

by the values of the Pittsburgh Food Policy Council (S. Applefield, personal communication, 

March 11, 2022). The food plan process was initiated to increase coordination among food 

system stakeholders, not by political actions. The specific timing and development of the plan 

depended on funding and staffing support. The development process consisted of four phases: 

planning, assessing current conditions, engagement sessions, and developing the plan. The plan 

was released for public comment before it was finalized. The Pittsburgh Food Policy Council 

served as both the lead convener and primary author, working with other groups and 

organizations to hold multiple engagement sessions across the region.   

Collaboration was a high priority during the development process and there were many 

opportunities for individuals and groups to provide input and guidance throughout the process. 

Stakeholder engagement took many forms. Members of the project team who were involved 

regularly because of their professional roles had more opportunities to influence the process than 

community members who attended one or more engagement sessions. The issues raised during 

the community engagement sessions do appear in recommendations and actions (for example, 

transportation was a high priority, and many suggested actions address transportation issues), but 

is not clear exactly how the information that was collected informed the recommendations and 

actions. According to the timeline provided, the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan process 

began with the assembly of the project team as key stakeholders. In a similar way that the Food 
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Justice Agenda recognized ongoing work, beginning with this group allowed the plan to fulfill its 

goal of increasing coordination and unifying stakeholders as they each were included in the 

development process.  

Articulating Vision Through Shared Values 

 A clear vision is an integral part of food plans that are seeking to support food justice. A 

clear vision articulates the ways in which the food plan intends to create a better world – in these 

two case studies, through elevating values of equity and justice. Articulating this vision through 

values increases opportunities for collaboration between individuals and groups and ensures that 

programs, policies, and priorities that emerge from the plan are aligned and cohesive. In a 

comprehensive analysis of 47 regional plans inclusive of or related to food planning, Mui et al. 

concluded that, overall, language about food equity was most lacking in the vision, goals, and 

objectives of regional plans, even if some of the proposed actions may result in equitable 

outcomes. This analysis did not even measure language about food justice. Similarly, in my own 

review, only four food plans mentioned equity or justice in their stated priorities or goals, and 

two of those did not include actions to support that value. These two case studies are clear 

leaders in articulating a vision that is based in values of equity and justice and following through 

on these values in their plans.  

The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan set out to create a unified vision across 

stakeholders and food system organizations in Southwestern Pennsylvania (S. Applefield, 

personal communication, March 11, 2022; Pittsburgh Food Policy Council, 2020). The plan 

articulated this vision through the values of justice, equity, and sustainability, which are the same 

values upheld by the Pittsburgh Food Policy Council. Developing and promoting a shared vision 

– one that reflected the members’ values – was intended to increase coordination across 



 55 

stakeholders and to align the outcomes of the plan with the overall work of the Pittsburgh Food 

Policy Council members. Despite working in different sectors and interacting with different 

aspects of the food system, organizations and groups can coalesce around shared values. The 

Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston also offers a clear vision based on values of food 

justice, social justice, environmental justice, racial justice, and economic justice. Initially, the 

Food Justice Agenda reflected the shared values of the food system stakeholders who were 

included in the development process. After its release, food justice became a converging point of 

a historic campaign, which suggests that these values are shared more broadly across Boston 

communities (Holt, 2022).  

In my interview process, I was curious about ways that community engagement, historic 

or current, may have informed the prioritization of equity and justice as leading values. Both 

Boston and Pittsburgh have of a rich history of organizing around food systems. Boston 

communities have prioritized food sovereignty and focused on preserving land for growing food 

in the city (Watson, 2021). In Pittsburgh, the establishment of the Food Policy Council in 2009 

by a group of engaged stakeholders speaks to some background of organizing. (Pittsburgh Food 

Policy Council, 2022). This history suggests that organizing may lay a foundation for the 

development of a food plan that is naturally connected to community-based work, but it appears 

that current leadership may play a more significant role. In both cases, the guiding values of the 

authoring group affected the inclusion of justice-oriented recommendations more than the 

stakeholder engagement process (S. Applefield, personal communication, March 11, 2022; A. 

Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022). However, also in both cases, the authors had 

a history of activism, engagement, and connection to the communities and stakeholders they 

serve. By putting forth a unifying and clear vision that is informed by historic and current 
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organizing, these cases illustrate the power of leadership that connects a vision with values for 

social transformation (Batliwala, 2011).   

Recognizing Justice Beyond “Food Access”  

 I noted the various themes that each food plan I reviewed included in either their 

discussion or their goals and strategies (e.g., food economies, procurement, agricultural 

innovation) (see Table 3). Overlap existed across many key themes but the only one that 

appeared in every single plan I reviewed was “food access.” The term itself encompasses 

multiple distinct concepts including affordability, spatial proximity, and cultural foodways. 

Naming “access” as a central problem to be solved leads to a variety of solutions that address an 

individual’s ability to get the food that they want and need. However, rarely do traditional food 

access initiatives acknowledge or consider the structural barriers that the food justice movement 

brings into the conversation.  

 The Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston explicitly calls out racism, exploitation, 

and oppression in the food system and advocates for strategies to stop food chain worker 

exploitation and racist lending practices. At the same time, it includes practical strategies to 

address current inequities by benefitting individuals and groups who are excluded from social 

benefits because of social, racial, or gender-based oppression.  The Food Justice Agenda includes 

two broad goals that focus on investing in food chain workers, including restaurant workers, 

farm workers, and other food businesses workers, owners, and managers. These goals include 

actions and strategies to address the immediate inequities as well as the systemic injustices 

through advocating for community control. 

Food chain workers provide a useful illustration. Systemic exclusion from labor 

protections keeps food chain workers dependent on low-wage, high-risk jobs. They are then 
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subject to unpredictable work schedules that leave limited time available to prepare food for 

themselves and their families. These factors lead to increased rates of food security. A solution 

solely focused on food access may include extending the hours at a local food pantry to 

accommodate differing schedules. A solution focused on food justice, as demonstrated by the 

Food Justice Agenda, involves several multifaceted initiatives to increase wages, improve 

worker protections, increase bargaining power, and open up more urban land for agricultural 

workers to farm their own land on their own terms.   

Recommendations for independent and locally owned food businesses offer another 

example of strategies to support communal control. For this group, strategies are prioritized 

based on an equitable distribution of benefits resulting from the action. The Food Justice Agenda 

specifically notes that Black-owned businesses face systemic exclusion from access to capital. 

Following this acknowledgement, the text recommends holding traditional lending institutions 

accountable for systemic inequity in lending practices as well as supporting community-

controlled financing options in the Boston area. Building opportunity for Black-owned 

restaurants prioritizes racial justice and is an integral step toward community control. The NYC 

Food Policy Plan includes similar goals to boost the food economy, like “support small food 

business by cutting red tape and supporting innovation” but none of the actions are explicitly 

focused on combating historical exclusion of Black-owned food businesses (City of New York, 

2021).  

The Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan also recognizes the need to prioritize immediate 

actions to address inequity and long-term actions addressing racism, exploitation, and oppression 

in the food system. The plan includes recommendations to improve access to land and capital for 

new and beginning farmers of color, streamline and create new resources for small scale food 
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entrepreneurs, and protect and expand food systems worker rights in Pennsylvania. Each of these 

actions follow the same line of reasoning as the similar actions included in the Food Justice 

Agenda. Perhaps because of the strict structure of the plan to list the strategy in simple terms, not 

much discussion is offered about why certain strategies are included or why they are important 

or meaningful. These recommendations could be strengthened with additional discussion that 

underscores the importance of these recommendations and clearly states the importance of 

communal control in the justification for inclusion.  

By including measures for targeted small business support, worker’s rights and 

protections, livable wages, and community wealth building strategies, both the Greater 

Pittsburgh Food Action Plan and the Food Justice Agenda have expanded the conversation 

around food access to address not just immediate food access, but also long-term strategies to 

increase community control. 

Determining the Scope of a Food Plan  

Following the process of developing the plan, both Pittsburgh and Boston continue to 

ask, “…and what next?” How to implement strategies in these plans is not always clear, since 

they are not tied to funding, timelines, or accountability measures. One additional factor that 

complicates implementation is most plans look comprehensively at the food system and include 

goals in several areas, resulting in plans with a greater number of recommendations and actions 

than can be implemented immediately. In these two cases, Boston put forth fewer 

recommendations than Pittsburgh, but both still included a large number. Each plan had five big-

picture goals, with 20 associated recommendations in Boston and 44 recommendations in 

Pittsburgh. Each plan also specified additional strategies and actions to take under each 

recommendation. The scope of the plan, how many actions and which actions are included, 
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affects implementation. When examining the plans, I noticed that the rationale for the scope of 

goals and actions included was not published in either plan. I asked about this in my interviews 

and got a clearer picture of how these plans considered what to include through understanding 

how each authoring group approached the development of the plan.  

Start Where People Are Already Organized 

A critical way to oppose systemic racism and oppression in food planning is to elevate 

the narratives and foodways of indigenous peoples, people of color, allies, and all marginalized 

and oppressed peoples. “Decolonizing3 food justice, we argue, also must take shape and develop 

from our own perspectives and for our own purposes, and based on our own stories and the 

theories used to explain them” (Bradley & Herrera, 2016). Food plans can support food justice 

by elevating ongoing organizing through offering a space for food activists to define the 

language and frameworks they want to use to tell their own stories. Decolonization happens 

when policy is derived from the voices of people (Bradley & Herrera, 2016; Reese, 2019).  

From its inception, the Food Justice Agenda drew on existing work in Boston 

neighborhoods and focused on uplifting issues that communities were already organizing around 

(A. Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022). This is reflective of the overall 

understanding of policy in Mayor Wu’s administration. As stated by Tali Robbins, Deputy Chief 

of Policy for the City of Boston, 

The job of policy is to find where people are organized and lift that up. It’s not a matter 

of organizing people, it’s just finding the networks and uplifting them. Advocates are 

 
3 In this context, decolonization may be defined as “the active resistance against colonial powers, and a shifting of 
power towards political, economic, educational, cultural, psychic independence and power that originate from a 
colonized nation’s own indigenous culture. This process occurs politically and also applies to personal and societal 
psychic, cultural, political, agricultural, and educational deconstruction of colonial oppression” (Racial Equity 
Tools, 2022).  
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already building the world they want and they are waiting on the city to support the 

change. (A. Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022) 

In food planning and food policy, implementation is not a distinct step that is activated by the 

release of a food plan. Food programs and actions to support food justice are already happening, 

led by activists. One role a food plan can play is to elevate those efforts so that they continue to 

happen in more effective and more equitable ways. The power of a food plan is in coordinating 

efforts and building a unifying vision across diverse work. To connect the plan to ongoing 

community efforts, determining the scope of a food plan should begin with assessing the existing 

landscape of community organizing and activism.  

Many of the food plans I reviewed justified the inclusion of strategies based on data on 

food security or health and nutrition outcomes. This can result in publishing ideas without an 

actionable basis for implementation and, in some cases, can distract from the ongoing 

community efforts for food justice. New York City’s 10-Year Food Policy Plan provides a clear 

example of this. Just following the executive summary of the plan, which outlines an impressive 

collection of goals and strategies, the plan notes, “as the City seeks to implement this plan, it will 

work with partners to make the policies and strategies in this document their own and to 

implement them in ways that reflect their vision for their communities” (City of New York, 

2021). The inclusion of this note suggests that what is represented in the plan reflects the city’s 

vision, which may or may not be aligned with activists in the community who the city will rely 

on to implement the plan. While several pages of the introduction justify the need for a food plan 

based on health and environmental data, only one page is dedicated to the “voices that shaped 

this plan” who are not recognized by name. Without more knowledge of the landscape of 

activism and food policy in New York City, I cannot determine if this plan will support or 
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distract from ongoing efforts. A well-scoped plan should clearly connect the recommended 

actions and strategies to ongoing activism. 

Connecting food plans to community organizing also promotes accountability. If the 

actions included in the food plan engage with a historical context and seek to uplift and support 

ongoing organizing, these actions are relatable for the activists who are already implementing 

and will continue to be key implementors. This can support feedback loops so organizers to 

continue to advocate for support from the city and city staff can continually ensure their 

programs and processes are meeting community needs. Food justice seeks to address systemic 

disparities based on race, class, and gender in the food system. City policies and programs can 

uphold and perpetuate these disparities by prioritizing profits at the expense of community 

ownership. Especially when working in city government and seeking to keep community 

interests prioritized, focusing the food planning process by continually asking questions can be 

an important form of verifying and validating community connections. For example, “Who was 

consulted? Who feels like this is for them? Who are we representing well? Who are we not 

representing well?” (A. Robbins, personal communication, March 9, 2022).  

Both the Food Justice Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan have signaled 

that they are interested in furthering food justice by developing food plans that offer actions to 

combat systemic disparities and increase equity in the food system. However, it is equally 

important for these plans not to define how food activists understand food justice, but to create 

opportunities for policy derived from the people. In both cases, the authoring body is a group that 

works on behalf of food activists and community organizers, not the groups themselves, so the 

authoring body is in a position to amplify, rather than create, food stories. The food planning 
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process can provide a collaborative space for food activists to define the stories they wish to tell, 

and the food plan can be one platform to amplify and share these stories.  

If the scope of the food plan is determined by where the community is already organized, 

the resulting plan should be well-aligned for implementation. While this approach may lead to 

plans with fewer recommendations, strategies, and actions than they have previously included, it 

will strengthen community-city relationships by reinforcing accountability and reliability and not 

promising in a plan more than can feasibly be delivered.  

This chapter offers key insights for food plans in four areas: aligning purpose with 

process, articulating vision through shared values, recognizing justice beyond food access, and 

determining the scope of a food plan. Consideration for each of these areas in the Food Justice 

Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan allowed the authors to develop plans that 

reflect the communities they serve, elevate ongoing food systems organizing, and meaningfully 

integrate equity and justice. Building from the lessons offered by these two case studies, these 

four processes offer significant potential to integrate foodways into food policy and planning.  
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6 

Conclusion & Recommendations 
 

Food plans can be a valuable tool for cities and organizations to use to support food 

justice. Whether they effectively promote actions that support food justice and narratives that 

align with the food justice movement depends on the way they were produced, their purpose, the 

values they uphold, how the strategies and actions they include to follow through on those 

values. The Food Justice Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan showcase 

opportunities to design the food planning process in a way that supports equity and justice. While 

food plan development processes often engage diverse food system stakeholders, the authoring 

body’s values and connection to food activists and organizers may have more influence on the 

inclusion of equity and justice-oriented actions in the plan.  

Drawing on the Food Justice Agenda for a Resilient Boston and the Greater Pittsburgh 

Food Action Plan, several processes emerge as important for integrating equity and justice as 

values and as outcomes. First, it is important to align the purpose of the plan with the process of 

developing the plan. If the plan is intended to set a vision for many stakeholders, ensure that 

these stakeholders are included early in the design of the development process and continually 

throughout the process. Second, it is necessary to articulate a vision through shared values, 

including clearly delineating these values and how they relate to the food system. Third, plans 

must recognize justice beyond food access. Fourth, the strategies and actions included in the plan 

should emerge from community priorities. Ensuring community priorities are elevated requires 

starting where people are already organized. Adopting these processes provides a foundation for 

integrating food justice in meaningful ways into food plans. 
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The Food Justice Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan offer important 

takeaways for the development of future food plans and food policy agendas.  

- Text matters. A vision that clearly articulates the link between food justice, 

racial justice, and food system priorities leads to recommendations that are 

relatable and actionable. The same goes for economic justice, environmental 

justice, and gender justice. This is exemplified in the Food Justice Agenda for a 

Resilient Boston through the “food justice means…” statements that are aligned with 

the goals in the plan and the concise definitions of justice, equity, and sustainability 

offered in the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan. 

- Acknowledging food as a universal human right and integrating principles of 

food sovereignty into food plans can lead to transformative policy solutions to 

address persistent inequities. The Food Justice Agenda and the Greater Pittsburgh 

Food Action Plan include strategies to ensure living wages for food chain workers, 

prioritize community land trusts, and streamline small business support as ways to 

creatively address persistent inequity in food systems. 

- The nature of food as a personal and common experience allows for policy 

informed by foodways rather than strictly biological metrics. The production of 

the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan and the Food Justice Agenda illustrated how 

starting where communities are already organized can lead to plans that better reflect 

community needs, are readily implementable, and help further a sense of 

accountability. 

- City governments have significant power to shape food system issues within the 

city as well as beyond through selective, values-based procurement practices. 
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The recommendations in both the Greater Pittsburgh Food Action Plan and the Food 

Justice Agenda and to adopt and/or implement the Good Food Purchasing Program 

offer a straightforward option for aligning procurement practices with the food plans’ 

professed values.  

Finally, to remain true to my commitment to considering the food plan as a tool for 

supporting food justice, I offer these guiding questions for city staff interested in prioritizing 

equity and justice in food planning to consider.  

- Consider the neighborhood, city, or region that the plan intends to support or benefit.  

! What food geographies exist?  

! What food histories exist?  

! What foodways (e.g., cultural food traditions, preferred eating environments, 

relationships based on food) are represented in the populations present?  

! What issues and topics has the community raised in the past? What issues is the 

community currently mobilizing around?  

! Based on foodways and current community organizing, what topics or themes 

could a food plan elevate and unify people around? 

! If this answer is not clear, in what ways could your organization further 

your connections to activists and organizers already working for food 

justice?  

- Consider the goals of the plan in relation to those the plan intends to support or 

benefit.  

! Whose stories does this plan intend to tell?  

! Whose priorities, goals, and desires does this plan intend to represent and reflect? 
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! Whose understanding of food justice does this plan intend to include? 

After the plan is developed, each of these questions can be used again as a measure of 

accountability (e.g., “Whose stories did this plan tell? Whose stories did this plan leave out?”).  
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 
 
Begin conversation by reading interview script 

Hello, I am a student at Tufts University. I am conducting a research study on city, state, 

and regional food planning and policy documents. I would like to ask you some questions for my 

research. It will take about 30 minutes of your time.  

It’s your decision, and there are no consequences to saying no. I don’t anticipate any 

major risks to participation. If at any time during our talk you don’t want to answer a question, 

let me know, and we can skip it. If at any time you want to stop participating, or you don’t want 

to start at all, please tell me.  

The content of our conversation may be used in publications or presentations. It is up to 

you whether you would like the information you share to be attributed to you or your 

organization or whether you would prefer to remain anonymous. If you would prefer to remain 

anonymous, I will not share identifiable information about you beyond myself and people 

helping me with this study whom I trust to maintain your confidentiality. I will do everything I 

can to protect your privacy, but there is always a slight chance that someone could find out about 

our conversation. People responsible for monitoring this research may be able to access the data. 

This includes the Tufts University IRB.  

I’ll also give you a card/information sheet with my contact information and the contact 

information of the research oversight board at Tufts, the Tufts SBER IRB, if you need to get in 

touch about this research at any point in the future. 

Now I would like to ask you if you agree to participate in this study, and to talk to me 

about the development of the [food plan]. 
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Do you agree to participate? 

Would you like your comments to be attributed or would you prefer to remain 

anonymous? 

Do you agree to be quoted directly? 

 

Transition to interview questions 

• Can you explain the process of developing the [food plan]?  

• Beyond the direct team, did you have other sources of knowledge and input into what 

would be included in the plan? If so, who or what were they?  

• If a community engagement process was a source of input, what was the primary purpose 

of the process? (e.g., community input in the process was intended to inform " consult 

" involve " collaborate " defer to) 

• Was there strategy behind the timing and release of the plan? If so, why was the 

date/time/situation selected?  

• Is there anything else you think it would be important for me to consider while 

researching the context around the development of the plan?  

• Does your agency/office/municipality currently use any tools for ensuring equitable 

decision making? 

• Is there anything else you think it would be important for me to consider while 

researching how equity and justice are integrated into food plans? 
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