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As the world continues to undergo unprecedented changes, food security has become increasingly 

important. Agricultural systems are pivotal to the fight against hunger. Moreover, agricultural systems 

display an inherent interplay between social and ecological aspects that are highly interconnected. 

Although food security is necessary to eradicate hunger, the discourse surrounding it does not promote 

sustainable food systems. Rather, food security is inherently apolitical and ahistorical; it ignores the 

diverse contexts and experiences of both people and the planet.  

 

This paper proposes that food justice offers an alternative. Food justice provides a critical lens into the 

food system by which we can start to deconstruct the very systems that promote unsustainable 

agriculture. Food justice provides the framework to achieve a healthy diet, whilst empowering local 

autonomy and self-determination, and enhancing agroecological outcomes. To demonstrate this, this 

research paper will firstly address food security, and deconstruct it as an anthropogenic outcome with 

little to no consideration of planetary outcomes. Food justice will then be presented as a necessary 

alternative. In particular, the incorporation of agroecology and the contextualisation of the food system 

on a local scale justifies the transition towards food justice. Lastly, this paper will explore the actions 

that individuals, households and communities can take to facilitate a widespread transition to food 

justice.  

 

Food security  

According to the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO; 1996) food security refers to “when all 

people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious foods 

that meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”. It is underpinned by 

four pillars: availability, access, utilisation, and stability (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. The four pillars of food security. Sourced from FAO (2008).  

 

Food security largely frames the ‘solution’ to food security in supply and consumption. Yet, the world 

currently produces enough food to feed the planet. So why is it that, in 2021, over 800 million people 

still went hungry (FAO, 2022)? The major flaw in food security discourse is that it overlooks where food 

comes from, and how it is produced. At this moment in time, food supply should not be the priority. 

Instead, equitable distribution, waste, poverty, dignity and choice, and ecosystem preservation should 

be highlighted.  

 

With the focus on supply, trade liberalisation has become central to the agri-food agenda. This suggests 

that through comparative advantage, countries will have greater access to cheaper and more diverse 

food forms. Whilst this is partially true, Covid19 and the 2007-08 global food price crisis shows us that 

reliance on a global agri-food model is disadvantageous (Lang & Barling, 2012). Reliance on imports 



of food creates vulnerability; where there are interruptions to the supply chain, major importers are at 

risk of food shortages.  

 

Additionally, the global agri-food model is harmful to the environment. Increased demand on exporting 

countries will not only lead to agricultural intensification, but also deforestation. For example, In Brazil, 

increased demand for soybean has led to land being converted for soy production (Romero-Muñoz et 

al., 2019). In turn, agricultural expansion has become one of the biggest threats to Brazil’s iconic Jaguar 

species. Moreover, high food miles are inherent to the global food trade. Transporting food between 

countries contributes to a large proportion of greenhouse gas emissions. In fact, 0.8 billion tonnes of 

greenhouse gas emissions are produced by food transportation (Ritchie, 2021). Not to mention, the 

extensive requirements for safe food handling creates more opportunities for food waste. This 

globalised food system also encourages a monopoly on food consumption. The global food market 

largely dictates what is in demand and reduces support for local consumers. This is why, in Australia, 

over 70% of consumers purchase their foods from the major retailers Coles and Woolworths, rather 

than local agri-businesses (Larder, 2017).  

 

Aid is also central to the global agri-food model. It is largely agreed that aid is not the panacea to hunger. 

In fact, food aid should only be provided in emergency situations. This is because recipients can 

become dependant on food aid, neglecting local food production. Instead. Aid in the form of capital and 

infrastructure should be provided to strengthen local food systems1 (McCarthy et al., 2018; Pawlak & 

Kołodziejczak, 2020). This will enable vulnerable communities to increase the resilience of their food 

systems so they can absorb future shocks with minimal risk.  

 

Although sustainability discourse is not embedded in food security, food security is inherently dependant 

upon sustainable food systems. That is, unless overproduction, overconsumption and intensive farming 

are addressed, the capacity of agricultural land to produce food will rapidly decline. Yet, ironically, food 

security and the consequent ‘feed the billions’ narrative, has invited further intensification of agricultural 

land. Intensive agriculture, or industrial farming, refers to the process of yield a high output of crops 

without increasing the unit of land (Busari et al., 2015; Triplett & Dick, 2008). Whilst this theoretically 

enables more people to be fed, this high yield is attained through an increased use of external inputs 

such as agrochemical fertilisers or machinery. Over the long-term, intensive agricultural systems will 

neglect the integrity of ecological systems. Extensive use of inputs interrupts the land’s capacity to 

regenerate itself and support food production. Impacts include eutrophication and pollution of nearby 

waterways, land degradation due to soil erosion and reduced water infiltration and species decline 

(Triplett & Dick, 2008). Cumulatively, this will contribute to a decrease in crop yields, thereby forgoing 

food security.  

 

As Busari et al. (2015, p. 119) remind us, “the struggle to achieve food security should be carried out 

keeping in mind the soil where the crops are grown and the environment in which the living things 

survive.” This is where food justice begins to take precedence.  

 
Food justice 

Food justice is a social movement that advocates for a food system that provides consumers with locally 

grown nutritious, affordable, and culturally appropriate foods, whilst also caring for the well-being of the 

producers and the land (FoodPrint, 2018). There are many elements of food justice that interconnect 

social, environmental, and ecological justice (Smith, 2019). It recentralises food on local communities 

through: 

• Recognising the diverse personal, cultural, and spiritual relationships with food 

• Achieving equitable access to food by removing the physical, economic, cultural, and social 

barriers to food acquisition 

 
1 This form of development aid is inherently flawed; it is embedded in colonialism and inequality. However, for 
the purposes of this paper, these criticisms will not be discussed.  
 



• Pursuing food sovereignty by supporting the autonomy of producers, consumers, and First 

Nations peoples to define the food system 

• Empowering farmers through a living income 

• Producing food in concert with nature through stewardship and sustainable land management 

 

The food justice movement has its origins in the environmental justice movement in the 1980s 

(FoodPrint, 2018). Environmental justice is about the socio-spatial distribution of adverse environmental 

impacts; vulnerable and marginalised groups are often disproportionately exposed to environmental 

harm (Mohai et al., 2009). Drawing on this, food justice seeks to dismantle the structural inequalities 

that lead to disproportionate health, and environmental outcomes. In doing so, food justice enables us 

to scrutinise and question how equitable distribution, waste, poverty, dignity and choice, and agro-

ecosystem destruction intersect with the dominant food system (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015; FoodPrint, 

2018). Food justice therefore dismantles the dominant notion of food security. It allows local peoples 

and communities to regain autonomy and control over their food systems. This re-aligns the production 

and meaning of food with their social, cultural, environmental, and economic visions and values.  

 

Rather than intensifying food production, food justice supports sustainable agriculture. By embodying 

the principles of food sovereignty, food justice parallels with ‘agrarian citizenship’ (Wittman, 2010). This 

form of ‘citizenship’ presents the opportunity for humans and nature to establish a mutual relationship. 

Agrarian citizens use agroecology to produce ecologically sustainable food, using methods including 

organic inputs, limited fossil fuels and diversity through polyculture. This stewardship model uses land 

as a source of life, rather than just a source of food: subsistence, soil fertilisation, biodiversity protection 

and resilience to natural and human-induced environmental changes (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). By 

acting “in concert with nature”, the food justice movement closes the ideological gap between society 

and nature (Wittman, 2010, p. 95).  

 

Not only this, but locally produced food is also central to food justice. Often, locally produced food is 

much fresher than produced purchased from supermarkets (Patel, 2009). As previously mentioned, 

supermarket produce must go through a period of transportation and storage, rather than being direct 

from the farm-gate. The freshness of local food helps to preserve the nutritional value of fruits and 

vegetables. Moreover, locally produced foods are important to community resilience. A shorter supply 

chain supports farming communities reduces number of middlemen involved (Patel, 2009). This helps 

to ensure that farmers receive a fair price. Moreover, shopping locally helps to create jobs and keep 

money in the community.  

 

What can you do to fight for food justice?  

• Support local food organisations where possible: This helps local food enterprises to 

survive. The monopoly that our major supermarket chains has on the food system makes it 

difficult for small businesses to compete. By showing them support, you are fighting for a fairer, 

more transparent, healthy food system. How can you find them? 

o Open Food Network Australia supports over 2,000 customers on its e-commerce 

platform. Here, you can search for local and sustainable producers nearest to you. You 

can use the platform to order food online, or use the database to find enterprises with 

a face-to-face shopfront.  

o The Bio-dynamic Research Institute also have an online database of biodynamic 

certified producers and retailers. This can be used to search for food that is organically 

and holistically produced for nutritional value and environmental outcomes.  

• Self-sufficiency and gardening: Home gardening is a great idea if you have the space. This 

enables household to have access to a diverse range of fresh produce (Figure 3). In doing so, 

households become less vulnerable to supply chain disruptions, which we have seen over the 

last few years due to floods, bushfires, and covid-19. Surplus can also be donated to vulnerable 

community groups and members to Our Permaculture Life, Free Permaculture and 

Permaculture Australia are just some of the free resources that can help you set up your own 

garden that doesn’t cost the earth.  

Community gardens are another great way to get involved. With urban areas continuing to 

encroach on peri-urban and rural food production, community gardens enable food to be 

https://openfoodnetwork.org.au/shops#/
http://demeter.org.au/links.php?controller=Listings&action=index
https://ourpermaculturelife.com/
https://www.freepermaculture.com/
https://permacultureaustralia.org.au/


produced in urban cities. It is a capacity building and knowledge sharing activity where 

participants are able to share seeds, farming techniques and tips, and partake in environmental 

education. They can re-establish healthy gardens through improved soil fertility, biodiversity, 

low food miles, and reduced wasted through composting. In turn, communities have access to 

food, increasing food security. For example, Sustain’s flagship Melbourne Food Hub Farm in 

Alphington has a strong focus on food justice. As an urban farm, it involves local fruit and 

vegetable box programs, workshops, ClimateSmart classrooms for education and workshops, 

with food being distributed to Melbourne Food Hun and local food security programs. The 

Australian City Farms and Community Gardens Network has a search function which enables 

you to search for your nearest community garden.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Home gardening system. Source: FreePik 

 

• Advocate: Part of systems change involves having healthy, and sometimes uncomfortable, 

discussions with those around us. If we can help people to understand why behaviour change 

is necessary, we can help to shape a more sustainable food system. Therefore, encouraging 

local farmers, supermarkets, and other food enterprises to become more sustainable is an 

important step. This can involve sending emails with requests for more fair trade and ethically 

certified foods. MP engagement is another great way of exercising our democratic rights and 

encouraging the political will for change. Climate For Change offer a series of useful resources 

with tips and templates for how to engage with your local member for parliament. You can write 

to them asking what their plans are to support policy change in the food systems space. Prior 

to the recent election, Sustain’s Nick Rose published an article detailing the position of major 

political parties and their plans moving forward. This can be useful to guide your letters to MPs.  

• Educate: Education is critical to the fight for a sustainable world. There are many resources 

available to help us understand and increase our knowledge about the importance of systems 

change. There are various books available that help us to reconsider the socio-cultural and 

socio-political context of the food system, and the importance of sustainable alternatives to 

empower people and the planet.  

o Ecoagriculture for a Sustainable Food Future by Nicole Chalmer  

o Freedom Farmers: Agricultural Resistance and the Black Freedom Movement by 

Monica M. White  

o Cultivating Food Justice: Race, Class and Sustainability by Alison Hope Alkon  

o Stuffed and Starved: Markets, Power and the Hidden Battle for the World Food 

System by Raj Patel  

o Healthy and Sustainable Food Systems by Mark Lawrence and Sharon Frield 

o Dark Emu by Bruce Pascoe  

 

 

https://sustain.org.au/projects/melbourne-food-hub/
https://communitygarden.org.au/
file:///D:/DOCUMENTS/HOPE/a%20href=%22https:/www.freepik.com/photos/daughter%22%3eDaughter%20photo%20created%20by%20tonodiaz%20-%20www.freepik.com%3c/a
https://www.climateforchange.org.au/mpeg_resourcesnew
https://sustain.org.au/articles/federal-election-scorecard-in-depth
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/57183660-ecoagriculture-for-a-sustainable-food-future?ref=nav_sb_ss_1_38
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/39396181-freedom-farmers
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/11411020-cultivating-food-justice
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/2015924.Stuffed_And_Starved?ref=nav_sb_ss_1_19
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/2015924.Stuffed_And_Starved?ref=nav_sb_ss_1_19
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/45916040-healthy-and-sustainable-food-systems?from_search=true&from_srp=true&qid=ewel2RqXDl&rank=1
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/21401526-dark-emu?ref=nav_sb_ss_1_8


Other resources and tools include: 

o Thea Gay’s toolkit for reimagining food justice and food sovereignty  

o Sustainable Table’s ethical eating resources, including seasonal produce guide, how 

to grow native foods at home, reducing food waste, and tips for eating sustainable 

foods.  

o The FAO’s Enabling Sustainable Food Systems Innovator’s Handbook  
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