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Abstract 
Food systems governance regimes have long been 

spaces of “thick legitimacy” (Montenegro de Wit & 

Iles, 2016), where embedded norms benefit pro-

ductivist agricultural practices. Within governance 

regimes, the science-policy interface and the scien-

tists who occupy this space are integral in today’s 

public policy processes. Often treated as objective 

science, technical disciplines have become a power-

ful source of legitimatizing in decision-making. 

Without the contextualization of lived experience 

or diverse ways of knowing, these siloed spaces can 

lead policymakers towards an action bias (e.g., a 

rush to short-term solutions) that neglects the 

underlying causes and concerns of our current 

crises. Current governance arrangements in the 

science-policy interface demonstrate the bias 

toward technical science (e.g. economics) and 

short-term solutions. However, by challenging 

productivist agriculture norms reformed public 

policy processes may shift from a space of repres-

sion to one of possibility. This reform can happen 

through investigatiing dominant actor coalitions 

and identifying tools to reconfigure these power 

arrangements. Public policy theory, such as the 

advocacy coalition framework (ACF), helps organ-

ize relations within current agricultural policy 

arenas. The work of practitioners and other disci-

plines offer tools that can support transformative 

action by food systems advocates in the pursuit of 

changing the way public policy is made. In part, 

understanding how power is organized and who 

may influence policy processes is critical to change. 

This reflective essay ends with tools and strategies 

for those wishing to engage governments in this 

shift. The proposed tools and strategies focus on 

how people (e.g. policy champions), processes (e.g. 

policy leverage points), and partnerships (e.g. ally-

ship) generate ways in which advocates can, and 

do, engage governments in transformative change.  
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Introduction 
Food systems are teetering on the edge of converg-

ing crises. Human induced climate change has irre-

versibly altered our environments (Masson-

Delmotte et al., in press). Rising global tempera-

tures (Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018; in press), 

eroding soil health (Booker, 2021), increasing algae 

blooms in the Great Lakes system (Hance, 2020), 

declining biodiversity (Secretariat of the Conven-

tion on Biological Diversity, 2020), and struggling 

pollinator populations (Marshman & Knezevic, 

2021; United Nations Environment Programme, 

2016) all sound warning bells. In addition to failing 

the environment, our current industrial food 

system has also left growers, food workers, and 

consumers struggling (Kelley et al., 2020; Li et al., 

2023; National Farmers Union, 2023b). 

 In Canada, where I ground much of my work, 

primary agriculture production workers were esti-

mated to be ten times more likely to contract 

COVID-19 during the pandemic than the average 

Canadian (Kelley et al., 2020). Further along the 

supply chain, numerous outbreaks in processing 

facilities were recorded (Buchan et al., 2022; 

Dryden & Rieger, 2020; Wilson, 2022). However, 

vulnerability across the food supply chain predates 

COVID-19. For example, it is estimated that one 

of every four children in the ten Canadian prov-

inces live in a household that experiences some 

form of food insecurity (Li et al., 2023; Statistics 

Canada, 2023). This number misses the stark reali-

ties of Indigenous, Black, single parent, and new 

immigrant households, which experience height-

ened levels of food insecurity (Li et al., 2023; 

Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020) and more than twice the 

pandemic exposure rate of White Canadians 

(Carling & Mankani, 2020; Cheung, 2020). 

 Globally, a healthy diet is out of reach for an 

estimated 3.1 billion individuals (Food and Agricul-

ture Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 

International Fund for Agricultural Development 

[IFAD], United Nations Children’s Fund 

[UNICEF], World Food Programme [WFP], & 

World Health Organization [WHO], 2021), when 

we already grow more than enough food to feed 

upwards of 10 billion (Committee on World Food 

Security, 2022; Holt-Giménez et al., 2012). Market 

concentration, COVID-19, food price inflation, 

debt crisis, and global conflict are having direct and 

indirect negative impact on community food and 

nutrition security around the world (Clapp, 2022; 

High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and 

Nutrition [HLPE), 2020a, 2020b; IPCC, 2023; 

FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, & WHO, 2021), 

including impact on smaller, informal food system 

actors (Béné et al., 2021).  

 Despite all the negative externalities, the influ-

ence of the dominant industrial agricultural model 

is both omnipresent and yet difficult to perceive. 

Industrial agriculture is filled with power-laden 

norms and “thick legitimacy” (Montenegro de Wit 

& Iles, 2016). Defined as “authority that cannot 

unravel easily because it is multi-stranded and 

broad-based” (Montenegro de Wit & Iles, 2016, 

p. 2), thick legitimacy is an outcome and not the 

process itself. The process is rooted in constrained, 

path-dependent environments with deeply embed-

ded effective industrial agriculture coalitions, 

including at the science-policy interface. The 

norms that emerge from this process are pervasive 

and inform knowledge creation, farmer identity, 

and the decision-making processes within public 

policy. For example, norms connected to industrial 

agriculture can by found in land-grant institutions 

(Francis, 2000), the nomenclature used around 

family farms (Bronson et al., 2019), and the devel-

opment of “mega-corporations” in the global food 

economy (Clapp, 2021).  

 Consistent with the observations of Runge 

(1988), Coleman et al. (1996) assert that agriculture 

consists of a closed policy network system with lit-

tle permeation from those on the outside, including 

the general public—leaving policy elites, influential 

private-sector actors, and powerful agricultural 

insiders as the main source of advice in public pol-

icy processes. This arrangement of influential 

actors necessitates questioning the government’s 

role in creating policy environments and the poten-

tial consequences when closed policy networks 

determine policy outcomes (Wilkes, 2024). For 

example, when services and public goods, such as 

agricultural extension work, are underfunded, it can 

have a negative impact on small farmers (Labarthe 

& Laurent, 2013). Shifts in governance toward 

industry-led policies (Sankoff, 2019) and multi-

stakeholderism (Levkoe et al., 2022; McKeon, 
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2017) also create challenges for transparency within 

public policy processes, making it more difficult for 

civil society to hold governments accountable.  

 One of the most challenging roadblocks to 

eroding the thick legitimacy of industrial agriculture 

is that governments, like the Government of Can-

ada, play historical and ongoing roles in industrial 

agriculture coalitions at both the global and na-

tional scale (Wilkes, 2024). In Canada, the domi-

nant industrial coalition possesses substantial fund-

ing and influence, so that few players are seen as 

legitimate, and legitimized, by governments 

(Wilkes, 2024). Presented in isolation from 

agriculture’s colonial roots (Rotz et al., 2023), the 

inequitable nature of for-profit technology research 

(Smithers & Blay-Palmer, 2001) and the serious-

ness of environmental and social crises (Lee et al., 

2023), high-tech quick-fix solutions presented by 

industry seem both a palatable and responsible 

direction for governments to support. However, 

when the social context and political economy of 

food systems is taken into consideration, the 

solutions that emerge are much different.  

 Shifts in the ways that public policy is devel-

oped, as well as the rebuilding, reconfiguring, and 

strengthening of alternative advocacy coalitions 

could reform the role of public policy toward more 

transformative futures. Academics have described 

the potential of coordinated policy across scales to 

build resilient systems through regionalizing food 

infrastructure as well as producing and making 

accessible nutritious food closer to home (Blay-

Palmer et al., 2020; Reid et al., 2022). In particular, 

agroecology—an approach to food systems that 

recognizes integrating environmental, political, and 

social needs as one—has long been advocated 

internationally (Altieri et al., 2015; Anderson et al., 

2020) and within Canada (Ahmed, 2022; Dale, 

2020; Garthson, 2021; Isaac et al., 2018; Laforge et 

al., 2021; NFU, 2023a).  

 Agroecology, which is embedded within the 

food sovereignty movement (Gliessman et al., 

2019), transcends geographical scales to unite 

growers, consumers, and researchers across the 

globe while being implemented at local scales 

(Anderson et al., 2021). As part of agroecology, 

food is seen as a fundamental human right rather 

than simply a commodity to be traded. In my years 

working in agriculture, agroecology rarely came up. 

It wasn’t until I began my Ph.D. program that I 

learned the holistic value of alternative food sys-

tems frameworks, such as agroecology, and was 

able to reflect on some of the deeply embedded 

norms in agricultural policy. Alternative food sys-

tems frameworks, such as agroecology, can support 

meeting our international commitments (e.g., the 

Sustainable Development Goals) while better align-

ing national food systems mandates with narratives, 

such as equity, inclusion, and environmental sus-

tainability. Alternative food systems frameworks 

have the potential to shift narratives from plati-

tudes to action by supporting better alignment 

between government communications and public 

implementation (Wilkes & Perttula 2021).  

 The following reflective essay is structured in 

several parts: exploring thick legitimacy at the sci-

ence-policy interface, the challenges of agriculture’s 

action bias, and tools and strategies to effect 

systems change. 

Thick Legitimacy in Action: Global Food 
Governance and the Science-Policy Interface 
The science-policy interface is a significant source 

of thick legitimacy in agriculture public policy. 

Scientists who focus on technological innovation 

and sustainable intensification disproportionately 

hold positions of power in food governance. 

Whether this is through the revolving door of 

industry representatives on government boards 

(Clapp, 2020) or through international scientific 

groups (Montenegro de Wit & Iles, 2021), the 

appointments of industry-affiliated scientists mud-

dle the science-policy interface beyond its normal 

bounds. Rather than simply discussing the rele-

vance of science and its transmission into policy, 

there is also the salient role of scientists operating 

inside the public policy process itself. With an 

increasingly complex network of multistakeholder 

and industry-led arrangements in global govern-

ance, technical sciences and targets (McDermott et 

al., 2022) can create a void in understanding the 

negative social externalities of public policy for 

governments and their constituents.  

 This scientific bias can be seen in the mem-

bership of two prominent global governance 

forums, the United Nations Food Systems Summit 
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(UNFSS) Scientific Group (UNFSS, 2023) and the 

High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE). These two 

forums were the at center of my dissertation 

research, observing the work of different actors 

over four years. While the scientific groups were 

not the focus of my research, I observed their 

constant influence across the process and the 

growing role of the science-policy interface in 

global governance.  

 Of the 28 members on the UNFSS Scientific 

Group, 26 are housed in favoured disciplines, 

including many in “hard” or “technical” sciences.1 

Economists tend to be the most prominent in gov-

ernance arrangements at the science-policy inter-

face. In the High Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) 

(2021–2023) at the Committee on World Food 

Security (CFS) (HLPE, 2023), five of 15 members 

identify as economists. In the UNFSS Science 

Group, nine of 28 members identify as economists. 

In short, economists have the largest share of any 

individual discipline, eclipsing all other social 

scientists combined.  

 This lack of diversity can create bias in several 

ways. Dominance by any one discipline or way of 

knowing sends a message about whose knowledge 

is valued and what the priorities of that particular 

policy space are. The strong emphasis on members 

with advanced degrees values academic knowledge 

over other forms, such as Indigenous and experi-

ential. While a strong mechanism or role for civil 

society actors in overall policy development can 

balance an academic-centered science body, they 

should complement one another rather than be 

seen as substitutes or for the latter to have 

disproportionate power.  

 These science-policy arrangements also en-

courage the exploration of problems from a rela-

tively limited set of perspectives, missing key 

groups such as farmers, fisherfolk, small- to 

medium-sized enterprises, and consumers. These 

tightly knit elite arrangements say that the knowl-

edge outsiders hold is only relevant when proces-

sed through the lens of academic institutions. This 

creates a biased gatekeeping mechanism for what is 

 
1 For the purpose of this article, “technical” or “hard” sciences are considered sciences that largely rely on quantitative data and 

isolated experiments to explain phenomena or impacts. Fields such as economics, crop science, and nutrition fall under this definition. 

However, there are always exceptions to the rule.  

seen as relevant for policy discussions as well as 

forming an academic filter through which informa-

tion is processed before reaching government 

officials. When technical and academic knowledge 

is taken in isolation, the ensuing science presented 

to decision makers creates a narrative that is often 

devoid of historical policies (e.g., colonialization, 

extraction) connected to the global food economy. 

This is consistent with an analysis of the UNFSS 

Scientific Group demonstrating bias toward 

“science and technological information” 

(Montenegro de Wit & Iles, 2021, p. 200).  

 Montenegro de Wit and Iles (2021) also articu-

late an insidious exploitation by the UNFSS Scien-

tific Group of racialized and marginalized identities 

in pursuit of “woke” science. The authors go 

beyond a disciplinary analysis of the Scientific 

Group to include the membership’s shared net-

works, connections to international institutions 

such as the World Bank, and affiliations with cor-

porations (Montenegro de Wit & Iles, 2021). In 

other words, international scientists participate in 

elite arrangements, or coalitions, with industry 

actors similar to those discussed by public policy 

scholars (Atkinson & Coleman, 1989; Sabatier & 

Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Skogstad, 2008). 

Agriculture’s Action Bias: Change 
at the Margins 
Characterized by highly technical, homogenous 

cropping systems with an orientation toward global 

trade, productivist agriculture has defined farming 

policy since the second world war (Lowe et al., 

1993; Marsden et al., 1993). Some researchers even 

argue that we have entered an era of hyper, neo-,or 

super-productivism, which reflects on the accelera-

tion of profit-seeking behaviors and a focus on 

business at the cost of much else (Dibden et al., 

2009; Roche and Argent et al., 2015). A relentless 

need to focus on productivity is a shared core 

belief by industrial agriculture actors, derived from 

years of political campaigning at the science-policy 

interface. The concern with short-term solutions 

(e.g., action bias) is a subtle factor in the gap 
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between transformative narratives and productivist 

recommendations. Patt and Zechhauser (2000) 

emphasise the desire for individuals “to do some-

thing.” Action bias allows practitioners to operate 

in complex policy environments rapidly but fails to 

allow for the depth required to address founda-

tional challenges affecting society. Factoring in lack 

of accountability or enforcement at the interna-

tional level (Koppell, 2010), solutions that could 

have been transformative in nature—such as those 

proposed in the International Assessment of Agri-

cultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for 

Development report (McIntyre et al., 2009)—are 

shelved in favour of funder preferences, deeply 

embedded norms, technical solutions, and quick 

political wins.  

 For example, industrial agriculture narratives 

often adopted by scientists, politicians, and indus-

try representatives strongly emphasize producing 

more food. This can come under the narratives of 

sustainable intensification, efficiency, increasing 

yields, or productivity growth. As the UNFSS 

Coalition on Sustainable Productivity Growth for 

Food Security and Resource Conservation (2021) 

states: 

Agriculture faces the daunting challenge of 

producing more food to meet the nutrition 

needs of a growing world population while at 

the same time dealing with climate change and 

ever-tightening natural resource constraints. 

(p. 1) 

 Emphasis on increased production in associa-

tion with food security underpins many political 

narratives about food systems (Soil Association, 

2010) and establishes a false sense of urgency. 

Despite this panic for efficiency, we already pro-

duce enough food to feed 10 billion people (Com-

mittee on World Food Security, 2022; Holt-

Giménez et al., 2012). Nevertheless, in 2021, 9.8% 

of the global population were affected by hunger 

(FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, & WHO, 2022) and 

a healthy diet was out of reach for over 3 billion 

people. Hunger is urgent, but the dire situation of 

millions is being co-opted to falsely uphold agricul-

tural intensification beliefs and productivist norms. 

In the words of a recent blog by the United 

Nations Environment Programme, this continued 

level of food insecurity is “not just math” (2020). 

 The work of the CFS and UNFSS scientific 

bodies illustrate how action bias can operate at the 

science-policy interface. When comparing the 

2019 HLPE report “Agroecological and other 

innovative approaches for sustainable agriculture 

and food systems that enhance food security and 

nutrition” and the publication “Food systems: 

seven priorities to end hunger and protect the 

planet” (von Braun et al., 2023) by the Chair and 

co-Chairs of the UNFSS Scientific Group, the 

emphasis is clear. The CFS HLPE report puts a 

shared emphasis on technological advances and 

political transformation, with recommendations 

that balance the work required to act immediately 

while also transforming food systems for the long-

term (HLPE, 2019, pp. 21–24). The report recom-

mends to “establish and develop effective technol-

ogy transfer mechanism to enhance the adoption 

of technologies in agroecological and other 

innovative approaches” (p. 23) and supports the 

need to “empower vulnerable and marginalized 

communities and address power inequalities in 

food systems” (p. 23). The UNFSS publication 

(von Braun et al., 2023) includes narratives that 

address the political economy of food but fails to 

integrate them into recommendations. Instead, the 

authors emphasize access to technology and 

increased production.  

 While imperfect, the HLPE report was com-

piled by scientists with the guidance and input of 

CFS actors in civil society, the private sector, and 

governments. It was put to the CFS membership 

for consideration as part of the “Agroecological 

and Other Innovative Approaches” guidelines. 

Although not all their recommendations were 

taken up, the report necessitated that, at a mini-

mum, member states discussed the systemic issues 

and considered their implications when drafting the 

final guidelines (Committee on World Food Secu-

rity [CFS], 2021). In short, the CFS report was a 

negotiation of perspectives and politics. The CFS 

helped bring together industrial and alternative 

food systems actors within a policy arena with 

defined roles, responsibilities, and rights. This col-

laborative process, even if fraught at times, can 

help buffer against action bias by considering the 
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broader political context of food as part of the sci-

ence-policy interface.  

 In contrast, the impacts of the overall UNFSS 

are still to be seen but the process has clearly 

shifted the bounds of multistakeholderism and cor-

porate engagement in global governance (Chandra-

sekaran et al., 2021; Clapp et al., 2021; Food Sys-

tems 4 People, 2023; Wilkes, 2022b). For example, 

the UNFSS document was produced by a small 

group of scientists operating in an influential policy 

space with little agency provided to actors that hold 

competing perspectives. The UNFSS Scientific 

Group informed the “recommended outcomes and 

clarify[ied] the level of ambition and commitments 

that emerge[d] from the Summit process” (UNFSS, 

2021). The group helped define the scope and 

acceptability of game-changing solutions brought 

forward by the Action Tracks of the UNFSS 

(UNFSS, 2022).  

 The bias toward “scientific” knowledge feeds 

into the preference of governments, which can find 

it difficult to truly tackle systemic issues, reinforc-

ing path dependent policies. The process surround-

ing the UNFSS document undermined the pro-

gress advocates for agroecology were making inter-

nationally at the CFS and the efforts to build trust 

within global food governance (Anderl & Hißen, 

2023; Canfield, Anderson et al., 2021; Canfield, 

Duncan et al., 2021). The Chairperson and Vice 

Chairs of the UNFSS Scientific Group call on gov-

ernments to “boost finances…increase scientific 

capacity…strengthen science-policy interfaces” 

(von Braun et al., 2023, p. 8); however, the Scien-

tific Group’s view of science is very narrow, relying 

on technical scientists to interpret the situations 

and knowledges of those most affected by indus-

trial food systems. In addition, these scientists act 

as a political sieve through which technical infor-

mation flows from communities to policymakers. 

The “action bias” and narrow positionality in their 

work is evident based on the diversion between 

their narratives, which are inclusive of Indigenous 

knowledges, the political economy, and the 

universality of rights, and their recommendations, 

which are centered on technology, science, and 

finance. This divergence is highly significant as 

international science committees, such as the 

UNFSS Scientific Group, are agenda-setting bodies 

often devoid of specific or binding decision-

making powers. The emphasis on non-binding 

policy tools makes global governance the ideal 

scale to support norm shifting. However, the 

UNFSS Scientific Group document focused on re-

embedding productivist norms through their rec-

ommendations while using narratives of transfor-

mation and urgency to bolster broader legitimacy. 

This shift to include new narratives could be in 

part due to the intensive scrutiny of industrial 

agriculture practices for their role in the climate 

(Houser & Stuart, 2020) and social (Clapp, 2023) 

crises.  

Transforming Public Policy to Build 
a New Food Systems Coalition: 
Tools and Strategies for Change 
There is need for action when there is a crisis or 

challenge. However, we should also reflect on what 

actions are required both in the short and long 

term to build equitable food systems. The Cana-

dian government shifted its central narratives over 

the past several years to include the need to tackle 

systemic racism, yet failed to translate these narra-

tives into action as part of the federal agriculture 

and agri-food mandate letters (Wilkes & Perttula, 

2022). The mandate letters, a communications tool 

the prime minister uses to direct the priorities to 

ministers, instead—like the Scientific Group—

largely focused on immediate action that would 

blunt the margins of our complex crises rather than 

truly shift the equation.  

 Similar to the gap between narratives and 

action, I have found that theory and practice can, 

at times, seem to be worlds apart. However, the 

advocacy coalition framework (ACF) is a rare 

example where the two overlap. The ACF investi-

gates policy subsystems as a way of explaining pol-

icy outcomes and power dynamics; in particular, 

allowing for investigation of coalitions (e.g., aca-

demic, private sector, government, not-for-profit) 

with dynamic and diverse membership that coa-

lesce around a particular set of values (e.g., produc-

tivism) (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1993, 1994). In 

part, the ACF can help outline “the multi-stranded 

and broad-based” foundation that thick legitimacy 

rests on.  

 Throughout my work experience and Ph.D 
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research, I witnessed the powerful role of scientists 

and technical experts within public policy proces-

ses. The developers of the ACF were also con-

scious of the role these actors play (Jenkins-Smith 

et al., 2014, 2018):  

To better understand policy processes is thus 

to understand how scientific and technical 

explanations are integrated into (or deflected 

from) belief systems, used in political debates 

and negotiations, and integrated with other 

forms of knowledge, especially local 

knowledge. (2018, p. 142) 

 In the ACF, scientific practice, politics, and 

public policy processes are all elements within the 

same framework, not seen as apolitical or disparate 

from one another. This intertwining is reflective of 

how public policy and power are practiced at both 

the national and international scale. Therefore, I 

also explore public policy reform from the perspec-

tive of process reform, which would allow for 

more ways of knowing and alternative actors to be 

perceived as legitimate and valued. The ACF con-

cept helped put my research into an organized 

framework that aided both describing the domi-

nant (productivist) coalition and finding ways to 

support alternative food systems actors’ 

engagement. 

 Toward the end of my work, I began knitting 

together the differences between private-sector 

engagement and the engagement strategies of 

alternative food systems actors. While the former 

holds immense power through scientific and pro-

cedural means, there are specific tools that industry 

deploys effectively that could be replicated by 

agroecology advocates to advance transformation.  

 There are ways that the power held by domi-

nant coalitions can be dislodged and reorganized, 

but these often take asserted effort and a willing-

ness to engage with deeply embedded industrial 

institutions. However, I recognize that govern-

ments are not the exclusive answer to transfor-

mation. Governments can be institutions with his-

tories of repression while also offering an impor-

tant site of reform. This tension is constantly 

 
2 To clarify, a community of participation can also be thought of as similar to a community of practice in other disciplines. 

present and the calculation of whether or not to 

engage is highly personal for each food systems 

actor. For those who are interested in engaging in 

government processes, the following tools and 

strategies are included to support their work. These 

tools and strategies are drawn from work at the 

international, national, and local levels. The recom-

mendations reflect a few general assumptions: pub-

lic participation in governance is of interest to the 

government or governance body (e.g. that multi-

actor forums or consultation are used), that 

democracy—while bent—is not broken, and that 

transition to transformation is possible.  

 The suggested tools are taken from public pol-

icy work across different fields (e.g., social work, 

municipal planning) and are used as examples to 

help understand how transformative food systems 

actors can, and do, drive change. The tools—peo-

ple, processes, and partnerships—can be deployed 

individually but I suggest they are strongest when 

taken in combination.  

People  

One of the challenges I have observed as a practi-

tioner and researcher, is the lack of public manag-

ers who were able to successfully create inclusive, 

collaborative spaces. While much of the public pol-

icy process is stuck in rigid structures, there are 

also personal elements (e.g., relationships, trust) 

that help foster or hinder the successful transfor-

mation of governance spaces. The work of inclu-

sive public managers can act as an additional layer 

of democratic engagement, by creating authentic, 

innovative spaces of engagement that reflect public 

needs and provide agency for those most affected, 

while still understanding the larger political land-

scape in which they operate. Openings for policy 

and process innovation have led to advances such 

as participatory budgeting (Pinnington et al., 2009). 

 An inclusive public manager “facilitates the 

practice of democracy by creating a community of 

participation where people can share information 

from different perspectives and work together on 

problems” (Feldman & Khademian, 2007, p. 306).2 
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Successful inclusive public managers seek to bring 

different perspectives together, e.g., the “political, 

the scientific or technical, and the local or experi-

ence-based” (p. 306), and support an informed, 

deliberative process. Feldman and Khademian 

(2007) emphasize the informational and relational 

work of an inclusive public manager. Informational 

work allows inclusive policy managers to act as a 

knowledge “broker, translator, and synthesizer” (p. 

312), helping managers understand and disseminate 

information across boundaries. As a translator, the 

manager can reformulate information to be better 

appreciated. Finally, as a synthesizer, the manager 

can facilitate different ways of knowing to come 

together to form a new understanding of the prob-

lem at hand. Relational work helps the public man-

ager navigate the political landscape and interper-

sonal relationships among participants, ultimately 

building trust within the group.  

 Inclusive public managers are essential for real-

izing deliberative democracy in food systems, as 

Thompson et al. (2020) envision it, but with more 

structured ways of recognizing those most affected. 

An inclusive policy manager can also be critical in 

creating multi-actor engagement spaces that enable 

collaborative learning, empowerment, and cross-

sectoral connections necessary for sustainable 

transitions (Frantzeskaki & Rok, 2018).  

 Identifying members within international 

organizations who can build trust and bridge per-

spectives is a critical first step to more collaborative 

and equitable policy environments. Bringing youth 

into the fold as part of early career development in 

international relations and food systems could also 

help shift the culture of multi-actor engagement for 

the next generation by creating new governance 

norms. Participation at the CFS and UNFSS have 

shown that delegates representing youth have an 

increasing role in global governance forums. It is 

imperative to our food systems futures that institu-

tions ensure youth have the skills necessary to 

facilitate transformative pathways forward. 

Critical to the work of transformation are allies 

leading from in front of, and from behind, the 

scenes. Looking for allies in unlikely places is an 

important step to expanding a network when seek-

ing to achieve change. Inside many institutions are 

policy champions for a particular cause. I have seen 

first-hand the power that policy champions bring 

to moving the work of advocates forward. Find 

these policy champions and work with them to 

achieve shared objectives (Wilkes, 2022a). Moon 

(2018) emphasizes identifying people with power-

ful positions who can “amplify the desired views 

within policy circles” (para. 5). Moon speaks to the 

time needed for both sides—the advocate and the 

policy champion—to form trust and ensure parties 

are on the same page. These bonds of trust are cul-

tivated over long periods of formal and informal 

engagement between actors. Policy champions are 

typically thought of as individuals working inside 

government but can also be situated outside. 

External policy champions can lend their influen-

tial voices to provide legitimacy from outside insti-

tutions or can increase pressure for governments to 

act. While it is difficult to see the immediate impact 

of this relational work, researchers have begun to 

develop metrics of success (Devlin-Foltz & 

Molinaro, 2010). 

 Even in the most embedded institutions and 

governments, there are often policy champions 

seeking support to advance transformative frame-

works such as agroecology. These champions can 

critically link into the inner workings of a policy 

process and may provide much-needed evidence to 

support advocacy within institutions.  

Throughout my research, I have observed a dis-

tinct shortage of policy navigators among the 

agroecology movement. I use the term policy navi-

gator specifically, quite differently from a translator 

or inclusive policy manager. A policy navigator is 

someone who understands how, when, and where 

policy processes flow. Effective policy navigators 

are usually former senior government officials or 

those with extensive experience within policy 

development processes. A policy navigator may 

have vital information, such as how to get some-

thing in front of the treasury board or the person 

handling a particular file. In the private sector, pol-

icy navigators are often government relations pro-

fessionals, some of whom are more commonly 

known as lobbyists. They work in-house for indus-
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try associations, large companies, nongovernmental 

organizations, or government relations firms.  

 A policy navigator’s value comes from strategic 

timing in policy interventions, knowledge of power 

structures, clear communication skills, and their 

extensive network of government connections. A 

sample of job descriptions for government rela-

tions positions shows the emphasis on such skills 

(Hill Times, 2023; Loblaws Companies Limited, 

2023). While there are many highly skilled policy 

professionals engaged in the movement to trans-

form food systems, there is opportunity to invite in 

and incorporate the perspectives of skilled policy 

navigators as part of the advocacy process. Policy 

navigators can lend important insights and create 

connections across government networks that are 

invaluable to the success of new ideas. In addition, 

policy navigators are adept at finding policy cham-

pions and getting policy-ready products into the 

hands of influential actors.  

 Resource barriers can make it difficult for 

financially constrained civil society organizations to 

hire policy navigators, as their skills are highly 

sought after and well compensated in the private 

sector. However, policy navigators can be relied on 

in areas such as environmental and health move-

ments to help train and support a community of 

new navigators within food systems governance. 

Leaning on the growing interest in food at the 

Conference of the Parties (CoP) on climate change 

(Slow Food Foundation, 2023), the COP15 confer-

ence on biodiversity (Wilfrid Laurier University, 

2022), and conferences on nutrition (International 

Congress of Nutrition, 2022), could be a way to 

connect with like-minded navigators.  

As discussed earlier, the science-policy interface 

lacks significant diversity. It is necessary to create 

space in scientific groups and expert committees 

that embrace diverse ways of knowing and being. 

In a study of certification programs, it was deter-

mined that market conditions, competition for 

ideas, and early decision-making influence the rate 

at which a scheme is taken up by a population and 

how it may, or may not, globalize (Auld, 2014). 

Meaningful inclusion of diverse perspectives from 

the beginning, such as farmers, Indigenous 

leaders, and fisherfolk is essential. These everyday 

experts should be seen as valuable members who 

bring unique perspectives and a depth of lived 

experience that is equally relevant to western 

science. In addition, governments should look to 

farmer-to-farmer networks and other place-based 

knowledge arrangements to help guide decision-

making.  

   Governments must recognize when current 

policy processes are not appropriate for a particular 

workstream. For example, Robin et al. (2023) 

demonstrate the continued harm done by the 

Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural 

Affairs (OMAFRA) in engaging with Indigenous 

communities; they suggest that forming “com-

munity-first principles and strategies” (p. 18) can 

support more meaningful engagement. Indigenous 

peoples are the experts and have a wealth of 

knowledge from across generations. State-based 

colonial governments need to recognize the 

sovereignty of Indigenous nations and uphold 

government-to-government processes that support 

Indigenous-led policy design.  

 Much work is needed to highlight different 

forms of policy design, such as Indigenous food 

guides (Wilson & Shukla, 2020), Indigenous 

sovereignty (Cidro et al., 2015; Coté, 2016; Robin 

et al., 2023), and connections between sovereignty 

movements (Anderson & Settee, 2020). Govern-

ments need to listen to Indigenous communities, 

leaders, and scholars and embody these learnings 

to truly take them to heart and commit to a justice-

oriented framework. Overall, there is a need for 

place-based decision-making and policy design to 

take a more central role in public policy processes 

across communities and scales of government.  

Processes  

Policy processes have both planned and external 

leverage points. A planned leverage point might be 

a scheduled programmatic review. An external lev-

erage point might be a system shock, such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic or demands for social jus-

tice. Advocates for agroecology, as well as for food 

sovereignty more generally, can use these leverage 

points as a meaningful entry way into policy discus-
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sions. For example, Farmers for Climate Solutions 

analyzes issues facing Canadian farmers and seeks 

change through recommendations as part of the 

annual budget process and the renewal of the 

national policy framework (Farmers for Climate 

Solutions, 2021). Proponents for agroecology could 

use leverage points in the public policy process to 

create openings for incremental change through 

larger policy vehicles or evaluations.  

For a period, I had the privilege of working in 

community infrastructure policy. During this time, 

my work emphasized the importance of holistic 

service planning and community engagement. This 

is where I was first exposed to ‘wrap around’ pol-

icy. Adapted from the social services field, ‘wrap 

around’ policy “focuses on maximising collabora-

tion between stakeholders, including the client and 

their support network, as well as services involved” 

(Wyles, 2007, p. 45). The ‘wrap around’ strategy—

when applied in a conducive environment—has 

shown better outcomes and lower expenditures 

(National Wraparound Initiative, 2023), and pro-

motes more client-oriented delivery and helps 

identify gaps in the current suite of programs.  

 Wrap around policy has been implemented in 

fields ranging from education to out-of-home care 

but has not yet been used in agricultural policy. If 

agroecological farmers were to access wrap around 

services for their technical, financial, and social 

needs, it could reduce the navigational costs associ-

ated with complex funding programs and increase 

access to services. Wrap around services would 

alleviate some of the process burden felt by farm-

ers attending to agroecological transitions.  

This strategy is both a general observation from my 

participatory observation work and an action that 

civil society is deploying in many governance 

arenas. My experience with the UNFSS and CFS 

showed that establishing good practices for trans-

parent, accountable governance from the start is 

essential. Advocates for agroecological approaches 

should continue prioritizing transparency and 

agency for those most affected (e.g., farmers, 

fisherfolk, consumers).  

 Global governance forums can be interpreted 

from the point of view of the work of Auld (2014) 

and Weldon and Parkhurst (2022), that they are 

defined by their earliest decisions on inclusion. 

These decisions, such as how the process will be 

structured, are critical to their outcomes. There-

fore, the development of global governance forums 

needs to prioritize conflict-of-interest safeguards 

and transparency from the beginning, as well as 

establish clear roles in decision-making for those 

most affected by the global food economy. Good 

inclusive policy managers and effective policy 

champions can help advocate for transparency 

early in governance processes, from both within 

and outside government.  

 One of the strongest criticisms of the UNFSS 

was its lack of transparency (Canfield, Anderson et 

al., 2021; Canfield, Duncan et al., 2021). While the 

UNFSS offered several opportunities for broad 

stakeholder engagement, the inner workings of the 

Summit were less known. Based on participatory 

observation and content analysis, my findings sup-

port the idea that inclusivity does not translate into 

transparency or equitable access by default (Wilkes, 

2023). To achieve the latter two, conscious choices 

need to be made about the structure of a process in 

its early stages. At the national scale, building out 

additional spaces for agency and transparency are 

central to creating, re-building, or maintaining good 

governance practices. 

Policy ideas always come from somewhere. How-

ever, siloed debates, such as those in agriculture, 

can recirculate the same ideas repeatedly, albeit 

with different framing and narratives. New ideas 

entering old, entrenched systems can spark new life 

and become catalysts for process innovation. Hav-

ing policy products ready for distribution and 

actively seeking opportunities for early intervention 

is crucial to leveraging policy openings. In Canada, 

an example of an early intervention effort is the 

Eat Think Vote Campaign by Food Secure Canada 

(2021), which with supporting partners produced 

and promoted several policy products that advo-

cated for change in the 2021 federal election:  

• Party platform evaluations 
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• Policy briefs 

• Video 

• Connection to the Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals (which had been committed to 

by the Canadian Government) 

• Social media tools 

 At the municipal level, Wayne Roberts and the 

Toronto Food Policy Council were at the forefront 

of solution building by creating effective policy 

products (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Stahlbrand & 

Roberts, 2022). Through its innovative strategies 

and policy expertise the Toronto Food Policy 

Council became an example for municipal systems 

worldwide.  

 Thinking even earlier than public policy devel-

opment processes can be helpful too. Political plat-

form development starts long before an election. 

By getting involved in the early stages of political 

priority making, advocates can get what is most 

important on the agenda—or at least into the 

discussion—before an election.  

Attending to appropriate scale can be a powerful 

tool in policy development. Sometimes the politics 

of a country, province, state, territory, region, 

municipality, or even international institution are 

just not conducive to change. Such is the case for 

human rights advocates or Indigenous land defend-

ers when far-right governments come into power 

(Giraldo & McCune, 2019; Human Rights Watch, 

2022). Scale shifting is a way to re-evaluate where 

advocates might be both safest in their work and 

most effective. Nicholls et al. (2021) argue that the 

two characteristics that make a scale-shifting strat-

egy are shifting political “focal points” and scale 

selection. Scale shifting might also occur if suffi-

cient action has been taken on a particular level and 

advocacy is required at an additional level to 

achieve further change. Especially when resources 

are scarce, scale shifting allows for organizations to 

best assess the right level of government to exert 

their efforts.  

 It is also possible to ‘boomerang’ between 

scales. Originally developed in human rights litera-

ture (Keck & Sikkink, 1999), the concept of boom-

eranging has been applied to discuss forestry policy 

in British Columbia, Canada. Bernstein and 

Cashore (2000) note that some organizations will 

boomerang from the domestic into the interna-

tional when sufficient effort has not been made at 

home by governments to incorporate alternative 

positions. Boomeranging can help hold govern-

ments accountable through engagement at a sec-

ondary level (e.g. international) by calling attention 

to the issue in an open setting with other state and 

non-state actors. This dynamic use of shifting juris-

dictions or boomeranging between jurisdictions 

can both be strategically deployed and used to 

increase pressure to support domestic and/or 

global policy change.  

Partnership  

Advocacy can be stronger when it comes from out-

side traditional agriculture venues. Building alli-

ances with environmental and climate activists as 

well as nutritionists represents a fruitful strategy. 

An example of alliance building is Greta Thun-

berg’s engagement in food systems politics 

(Deutsche Welle, 2021) and participation in the 

countermobilization to the UNFSS (Global Peo-

ple’s Summit on Food Systems, 2021), which may 

have brought wider awareness to the plight of food 

systems, erosion of democratic governances, and to 

the role of agroecology in repairing them. Laforge 

et al. (2021) discuss the importance of forming sol-

idarity across different parts of the food system in 

Canada. This observation can extend far beyond 

food systems actors. A broader interest in food sys-

tems politics is also evident in the the David Suzuki 

Foundation advocating for banning neonicotinoids 

in Canada (2021). Agroecologists can extend their 

reach by encouraging external support from 

audiences wider than food systems alone. 

 In addition, agroecologists need to diversify 

their vision of who is the ideal policy practitioner 

in government. Canadian advocates can benefit 

from engaging with policy actors from the center, 

usually members of the Treasury Board, Finance, 

the Premier and Prime Minister’s Office, and other 

central ministries or departments. While this is a 

typical government relations strategy used by 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

328 Volume 13, Issue 3 / Spring-Summer 2024 

industry actors, the strategy could have wider appli-

cation by transformative actors in food systems 

work. A significant advantage of using central 

channels of influence is that while an alternative 

proposal may not achieve an entire policy shift, 

nevertheless advocates will be getting non-agricul-

ture policy advisors to question assumptions 

embedded in the global food economy. Over time, 

this broader questioning can help erode the thick 

legitimacy of industrial agricultural norms.  

The often-forgotten influential actor(s) in almost 

all public policy debates is the public themselves. I 

find that people often underestimate their collec-

tive power within broader governing structures. 

Burstein (2003) found that public opinion had an 

impact on policy three-fourths of the time that it 

was gauged. Processes get so wrapped up in special 

interest groups, corporate influence, and govern-

ment posturing that it can be easy to miss the 

omnipresent power of the public, the central appa-

ratus from which all power is drawn. While corpo-

rations have gained ground in governance forums 

in recent decades, the power of the public remains. 

In rebuke to the treatment of corporations as 

persons, Ikerd writes:  

The only power greater than corporate power 

is the political power of the people—working 

together. Only real people, acting together 

through government, can ensure that for-profit 

corporations serve the public interest of 

society as well as the private interests of 

shareholders. (2023, p. 4)  

 Whether it is voting, how money is spent, or 

who benefits from our time and labor, we—the 

public—are a powerful entity in and of ourselves. 

Where governments have failed, individuals have 

gone to work: feeding each other during the pan-

demic (FoodShare TO, 2021) or implementing 

community fridges to enhance dignity and choice 

through mutual aid (Kraemer, 2023).  

 Individual citizen activism can be connected to 

system change. Wilkinson discusses the false 

dichotomy between individual and systemic action 

(Johnson & Blumberg, 2021) noting that the ripple 

from an individual action to creating systemic 

change. These actions are both tied to account-

ability and norm shifting. In addition, media can be 

a helpful tool to amplify concerns and to com-

municate across the public. However, the role of 

media has become messier recently, with shar-

pening partisan divides and their reinforcing 

algorithms of social media and online news. More 

work from communications scholars would need 

to be reviewed to understand the opportunities and 

limitations of media for public influence on policy.  

 Agroecology advocates should consider effec-

tive ways to engage with individuals, and the wider 

public, to encourage government action. If the 

government feels pressure to act, the tools outlined 

above will present real opportunities for more 

equitable policy processes. While the public are an 

important ally at all steps in the policy process, 

their influence can be particularly valuable at criti-

cal leverage points, as discussed earlier. However, 

this relationship of trust between advocates and the 

public must be established over time in order to 

have support at critical junctures.  

Conclusion 
I was inspired, in part, to write this paper by read-

ing Montenegro de Wit and Iles (2016) work on 

thick legitimacy. The deeply embedded norms 

within industrial agriculture extend to public policy 

processes, creating a circular effect between gov-

ernment and industry. The ACF helps understand 

the roles and intimate connection between scien-

tists, politicians, and public policy outcomes. These 

processes can be challenged, however. To chal-

lenge these dynamics and shift the dominant 

norms, innovative tools and strategies must be 

deployed.  

 To ensure that transformative ideas are 

included on the policy agenda, it is imperative to 

begin early, have policy-ready products, and think 

about how to build alliances with advocates across 

organizations. If you are not successful with early 

intervention, policy-ready products are helpful later 

in the process as well, at planned leverage points 

and during crises. If the public can make aspects of 

agroecology political issues, products developed by 

advocates can be presented to governments to 

promote solutions. However, similar to the efforts 
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involved in communicating complex research to 

communities (Ruhf et al., 2017), engagement in 

policy must be flexible and respond to the needs of 

those it is meant to serve as well as those who have 

contributed to its making. 

 These tools and strategies allow for flexibility 

and can be taken individually or in concert, but are 

most effective when at least one from each cate-

gory is deployed. For example, an inclusive policy 

manager can work with advisors from other 

branches of government to ensure there is a collab-

orative approach in supporting an outcome (e.g., 

food security policy tied to a living wage mandate). 

Members of a coalition can then work externally to 

pressure the government to make the policies a pri-

ority, opening up an opportunity for internal policy 

champions to bring their work forward to decision 

makers. Should these efforts erode the dominant 

system sufficiently, there could be a transition to an 

agroecology-led transformation. 

 This reflection essay challenges what I 

observed throughout my time working in agricul-

ture as well as what I heard from those around me 

about their relationship with food systems. Under-

standing the thick legitimacy of the globalized food 

system helped me grasp reasons why unlearning 

those norms and assumptions was uncomfortable 

for me, and why many people just don’t feel con-

nected to or informed about their food systems.  

 My Ph.D. work gave me the space and stability 

required to explore difficult questions about my 

own biases and positionality, but this is not a privi-

lege afforded to most of my former colleagues and 

friends. There are many public policy concepts and 

tools that could accelerate the transition toward 

agroecology by replicating a process of collabora-

tive learning and action. The tools outlined above 

focus on both the advocate (allyship) and the 

policy practitioner (expanding the definition of 

who is an expert), allowing each to learn from the 

another and find partnership. These tools can also 

build more equitable spaces of learning, as has 

been the case with effective inclusive public mana-

gers, that emulate the opportunity I had through 

my Ph.D. work, but in a practitioner setting.  

 To change a policy environment, the alterna-

tive food systems community must continue to test 

new strategies and embark on a journey that is any-

thing but linear, even at times disheartening. Inch-

by-inch, person-by-person, systems can change. 

Sometimes, hope is required to believe that even 

within the most thickened of institutions there is a 

champion waiting.  
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