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G ood Food, Strong Communities: Promoting Social
Justice through Local and Regional Food Systems is
a book borne out of the Community and Regional
Food Systems (CRFS) project, which began in
response to a United States Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) request for proposals regarding
food insecurity. Guided by Wisconsin-based aca-
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demic institutions, the CRFS has program partici-
pants in seven cities (Madison and Milwaukee,
Wisconsin; Boston; Cedar Rapids, lowa; Chicago;
Detroit; and Los Angeles). While the book con-
tains examples from all seven cities, it is primarily
focused on efforts in the Midwest. | have partici-
pated in a number of such regional efforts, includ-
ing food policy councils, and have both responded
to and reviewed USDA proposals focused on food
insecurity. My focus is on the Mid-Atlantic region,
but I have traveled across the country working on
farmers market and food system efforts that are
coupled with social justice. This book was of inter-
est as | hoped to find inspiration for our work in
Maryland and the region.

Consistent themes running through and con-
necting all fourteen chapters are valuable presenta-
tions, analyses, and reflections on building equita-
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ble community partnerships. These chapters, each
written by different authors, cover the topics of
food system change, land tenure for urban agricul-
ture, urban food production, food distribution,
food processing, markets, the consumer, soil, food
justice, collective impact, education, planning, cul-
ture, and innovations. One weakness of the book is
the lack of inclusion of failed efforts and an anal-
yses thereof; this would be illustrative of how food
systems work can evolve over time as conditions
change. Furthermore, a few of the examples
included have now closed down—maost notably
Growing Power in Milwaukee.

In each chapter, several perspectives on a
given topic are presented, thus allowing the reader
to gain sufficiently detailed knowledge to have a
fuller sense of the challenges and opportunities on
such intransigent food systems issues such as food
security, affordable land, food access, regional dis-
tribution, healthy food supply and demand, collec-
tive impact, policy, and change. A plethora of
examples help illustrate how some groups have
succeeded in improving their community food
systems, while others are still working toward dis-
mantling historical inequities and finding the right
framework for change. Monica Theis’s chapter on
“The Consumer” provides an insightful dissection
of the oversimplification of food activists’ and
writers’ messages on what constitutes healthy eat-
ing and why it is not enough. Theis then continues
to elaborate on the complexities of “the farm-to-
table continuum” (p. 126) for distinct consumers,
and adeptly defines food literacy in the context of
improving healthy eating. The chapter concludes
with the successful work of the food pantry at
Middleton Outreach Ministry in western Wiscon-
sin. This pantry has accomplished what most do
not; providing fresh food and community educa-
tion while simultaneously moving food quickly to
avoid spoilage and work within space limitations.

The chapter on federal policy by Lindsey Day-
Farnsworth and Margaret Krome is one of the best
and concisely articulated summaries of the creation
of federal food policy | have read in recent years.
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Including the role of administrative implementa-
tion as well as defining the relative authority of
federal, state, and local governments leads into an
illustrative example. The authors demonstrate how
policy interventions in each phase of the food sys-
tem can affect economic development incentives,
licensing and regulations, and programs and ser-
vices. This chapter should be required reading for
anyone working in the pursuit of food systems and
policy change.

The book provides a wide variety of perspec-
tives, and readers may find the specific interven-
tions to be most informative. These include but are
not limited to the chronicling of the Detroit
People’s Food Cooperative, NeighborSpace in
Chicago, the Los Angeles Food Policy Council,
Community GroundWorks Orchard Project,
DudleyGrows in Massachusetts, and others. Good
Food, Strong Communities is a good reference to have
on hand as a tool to understand what efforts have
been put forth toward community-based food
security, even though some of the entities
described in the book are no longer in operation.

This book is an excellent primer on the various
complexities of food systems work, and how there
are many links in the food chain that can be im-
proved to sustain a more robust local food econ-
omy. The editors have done an outstanding job of
providing subject matter experts to cover each
topic. The chapter authors do not gloss over the
challenges of such work, but rather present them as
opportunities for improvement. The only weakness
of the book may be that it paints too rosy a picture
of social justice through regional food systems;
there is little mention of the struggles and failed
efforts that have occurred in the area covered. Good
Food, Strong Communities is an excellent entry point
into the complex work of food systems change. It
is a worthwhile read for both newcomers to the
field and seasoned experts. All readers will benefit
from the topical organization of the book, as well
as the focus on social values and the conversational
tone that is sometimes absent from academic
writing. =
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