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This forum started from a few conversations. Friends complained about the quality 
and price of fresh produce available at an older store on Madison’s south side. This 
store is on a bus line and is relatively easy to reach for people without cars, but the 
neighborhood still feels like a “food desert.” (“Food Desert” is a controversial term 
for neighborhoods where there is no large grocery store within one mile, and where 
many residents are low income and lack transportation, time, or money to shop at 
distant supermarkets.)   
 
Others I know are getting involved in urban agriculture — community gardens and 
larger plots growing food for personal use and for sale — or studying food 
distribution, for example, how children in Madison get their food. Dane County has 
had a Food Council since 2005, and recently passed a resolution on Food as a Human 
Right. Madison now has both a Food Policy Council and a Local Food Committee. 
Stories on food, food safety, and hunger abound in the press. So the time seemed 
ripe to look at some of the new thinking on our food system.   
 
What is a “food system?” A food system is much more than a large grocery store 
with a huge parking lot and a fleet of trucks to keep it supplied.  It is a network that 
touches all corners of our society.  It includes food production—from corporate farms 
to small organic operations, whether local, national, or international; the land, water, 
materials, and transportation it requires; the people who work in agriculture; and the 
owners and investors who decide how and what to grow.  It includes food processing, 
from giant factories to home canners; and food distribution, from supermarkets to 
corner stores, farmers’ markets, school meal programs, and even food pantries. It 
includes how individuals get food, the quality of that food, their ability to prepare it, 
and their nutritional health. Waste is a part of the food system, raising the cost of 
what we actually eat and taking up landfill space. Food systems include the trade-offs 
between agriculture and suburban development, and influence the economic vitality 
of every region.  How we get our food, and the food we get, is a central part of our 
culture. 
 
What’s wrong with the food system we have?  In the United States, much of 
our food comes from large corporations, often benefiting from tax subsidies or legal 
protections.  Compared to other parts of the world, our food is both cheap and 
generally safe. But critics point to the downsides of our food system: industrial 



agriculture squeezes out small competitors and has been “a major contributor to 
climate change, spawned the obesity crisis, poisoned countless volumes of land and 
water, wasted energy, tortured billions of animals. . .”1 Wages and worker safety in 
food production have deteriorated.2  Consumption of meat and processed foods 
laden with sugar, fat and salt has increased; consumption of fresh fruits and 
vegetables has declined. Major illnesses (cancer, diabetes, antibiotic-resistant 
infections, food poisoning), especially among low-income people, are often linked to 
the way our food is produced. Food insecurity and hunger have not disappeared. 
 
What should our food system look l ike? A healthy food system tends toward 
decentralization, not consolidation.  It encourages healthy diets by making it easier for 
all consumers to find and afford fresh food, provides sustainable employment and 
economic development by helping producers to market their produce locally, and 
reduces waste and excessive use of natural resources.  
 
How can local governments and individuals realize this vision? Nation-wide, 
local governments are trying small-scale experiments to improve peoples’ access to 
local, fresh food. These include encouraging more and more diverse farmers’ markets; 
making sure that public transit, bike paths, and sidewalks serve farmers’ markets and 
other fresh food purveyors; helping corner stores and bodegas offer more healthy 
food; updating zoning to allow more urban agriculture and food sales; supporting 
community gardens and urban agriculture ventures; and strengthening local supply 
chains by creating food hubs that serve restaurants, government food programs, and 
the public.3 We already see such initiatives in Madison and Dane County, but there are 
many more opportunities to pursue.  Individuals can modify their personal habits (buy 
local, buy sustainable) and can advocate for local solutions and for expanded rights to 
produce their own food. 
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