
THE GRAPEVINE 
Teachers College, Columbia University

N U T R I T I O N  N E W S L E T T E R

S
p

r
i n

g
 

2
0

1
6

n Sunday, March 13th, the 
halls of Teachers College 

were filled once again with an array 
of local food advocates, 
community organizers and leaders, 
urban and rural farmers, and 
students from around NYC, 
including several from the Program 
in Nutrition. The 700+ attendees 
of the 2016 Just Food Conference 
were gathered to learn about and 
discuss the many challenges our 
communities face in the food 
movement, such as racial and 
economic inequities, and 
community-driven solutions to 
combat these issues. The Just Food 
Conference serves as a loudspeaker 

for these concerns, which too 
often are tucked out of sight. This 
year a common theme emerged 
from the many conversations and 
presentations: It’s not enough to 
only care about where our food 
comes from; we must also concern 
ourselves with the treatment and 
conditions of the workers who 
bring that food from the farm to 
our plates. 

The conference started off 
with four Food Talks, which 
previewed the themes of the day 
and lit the first sparks of 
inspiration. Our own professor 
emerita and co-founder of Just 
Food, Joan Dye Gussow, gave a 
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quick and witty historical recap of the organization, 
sharing many insights that proved that humble beginnings 
and small groups can have major impacts. For example, in 
2014, Just Food, with a staff of only 10, helped nearly 
250,000 New Yorkers access fresh, locally grown food 
through the programs that it supports. Sometimes we 
may be discouraged by the many and large changes our 
food system needs, but Joan and Just Food show us that 
every bit of work counts. 

Sean Basinski of the Street Vendor Project followed by 
encouraging us to advocate for the 15,000 street vendors 
of New York City who play an important role in 
providing daily food access to residents. Only 4,000 food-
vending permits are available, and the waitlist to obtain 
one can be 15-20 years. Vendors without permits have 
poor working conditions and are at risk of being shut 
down, which further contributes to the cycle of poverty. 
To remove the limit on permits, Sean urged everyone to 
support the Lift the Caps campaign. 

The last two Food Talks were equally inspiring with their 
messages about the community-building effects of 
agriculture. Khaleel Anderson of the Rockaway Youth 
Task Force reminded us why food justice matters: All 
people need to have access to healthy and affordable food 
options, regardless of race, socioeconomic status, or 
where they live. Leah Penniman, of Soul Fire Farm, 
described how growing food can serve as a restorative 
justice and healing tool for those who have been 
repeatedly oppressed.  

The Food Talks were just the tip of the iceberg. As in past 
years, the conference offered more than 40 workshops, 
panel discussions, and campaign action sessions, from 
which participants could select three to attend. It was not 
an easy decision to make, although I suspect there were 

no wrong selections. Many stories and eye-opening 
discussions were had in each session. Key messages from 
several workshops are included at the end of this article. 
Hopefully even those who could not attend the 2016 Just 
Food Conference can take something away from it. 

The day ended with an empowering keynote speech from 
the founding women of Rise & Root Farm: Maggie 
Cheney, Lorrie Clevenger, Michaela Hayes, Jane Hodge, 
D. Rooney, and Karen Washington. Their wrap-up gave us 
important food for thought as we prepared to return to 
our daily lives, motivated to continue fighting for food 
justice:

• Be intentional with your actions and words. This can 
help us grow profound roots, making us stronger and 
better able to survive—much like a plant.

• In everything we do, everyone needs to be at the table. 
We must stop leaving out the voices of those most 
affected by injustices in the food system and beyond. It 
is not enough to say they are welcome; it requires 
actually extending an invitation and creating space for 
their voices to be heard.

• As a White person, it can feel difficult to find a place in 
the movement for food and racial justice. As someone 
who has had extensive experience with the issue, 
Maggie argued that we must be “White racial justice 
activists,” not just “White allies.” Being an ally implies 
you support a cause, but it does not mean you are 
taking actions to further the cause. Being an activist 
means you are putting in the work alongside those who 
are fighting for their rights. It means learning about the 
history of slavery and food production in the U.S., and 
having conversations about race, and, more specifically, 
how race relates to food. It also means that White 
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White people need to be okay with being uncomfortable 
in those discussions. It is through the conversations and 
uncomfortable times that we can grow and better support 
those who currently face racial and socioeconomic 
injustices. 

These lessons were not just words crafted to please an 
audience. It was clear the co-founders of Rise & Root 
Farm live the words they preach. Six women, all from 
very different backgrounds, invited each other to the 
table as collaborators, taking the time to actually listen 
and sow intention with every seed pushed into the soil. 

There is a lot of work that needs to be done in order to 
achieve true food justice, but the Just Food Conference 
reminds us that working together is the only way to 
overcome the challenges that we face. 

“Whoever controls your bread basket, controls your destiny.”
 – Abu Talib

Key Messages from Select Workshops 
and Campaign Action Sessions 

Breaking the Chains: Food as a Tool to End Mass 
Incarceration 
People of color are disproportionately jailed and have less 
access to fresh, healthy food. The panelists were all 
involved in programs that teach agriculture to prison 
inmates, former inmates, and/or at-risk youth. Despite 
the current lack of political will, the speakers favored 
measures that would protect inmates' health, such as 
offering gardening programs for adult offenders or 
allowing prisoners to buy fruits and vegetables through 
the commissary. Agriculture as a tool helps change prison 
from a punitive justice approach to one of restorative 
justice because it is a means of providing nutritious food 

to an at-risk population, it serves as therapy, and it may 
even offer a potential benefit to the larger community, 
depending on the scale of food production. 

Building City Support for Small Food Businesses 
A diverse panel of city and government agencies 
discussed their roles in supporting small business 
entrepreneurs, particularly in the food sector in NYC. 
Small food businesses face many challenges, such as lack 
of local government support, resources, and training, as 
well as unfamiliarity with policies that can affect their 
businesses. Entrepreneurs in communities that have racial 
and economic injustices face these problems more often. 
Some of the initiatives described to support small 
businesses were Food Business Pathways, a free business 
training program to help NYC Housing Authority 
(NYCHA) residents grow small businesses, and Food 
Incubators, which help small food businesses transition 
from their home kitchens to professional facilities. It was 
clear that investing in small food entrepreneurs can 
benefit the community by empowering local economies 
and promoting local foods, but it is necessary to provide 
adequate support for education, technological 
adaptability, and fostering connections among 
stakeholders.

People Power: Successful Strategies to Avoid Burnout and 
Build Sustainable Projects
The workshop leaders and participants discussed the 
challenges of using volunteers in the food movement and 
coming up with solutions to help avoid burnout and 
maintain engagement. The most important ways to 
achieve these goals boiled down to: 1) making sure that 
volunteer job descriptions are thorough and include an 
estimated time commitment; 2) tapping into the skills, 
strengths, and preferences of the volunteer to help 
increase her buy-in; 3) giving volunteers the opportunity 
to work on projects that they are interested in (in 
addition to what needs to be done); and 4) valuing the 
work of volunteers, as well as communicating that value 
to the volunteer in a variety of ways.

The GREEN Tool: Dig Into School Garden Integration 
The GREEN (Garden Resource, Education, and 
Environment Nexus) Tool is a theoretical framework, 
created by Teachers College doctoral graduate Kate 
Gardner, that highlights four domains that schools can 
work on to achieve a well-integrated school garden: 1) 
resource and support—form a solid organizational 
structure; 2) physical garden—maintain a planning 
schedule and shared calendar for success; 3) student 
experience—analyze whether the garden is best included 
within the curriculum or as an after-school program; and 
4) school community—hold social events in the garden to 
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help draw in both parents and students. Achieving the 
basic components within each domain leads to an 
operational school garden, but expanding past the basics 
allows the garden to become well integrated with the 
school and community.

Just Food. Just Cities: Building a Local Food Economy 
The panelists discussed various approaches to achieving 
more equitable local economies using food as a lever and 
neighborhoods as the units of change. Affording good 
food requires two strategies: 1) people need more livable 
incomes; and 2) good, healthy food needs to be more 
affordable. The cornerstones of community trust and 
sustainability come from considering the source of capital 
for new food businesses, as well as ensuring that 
initiatives are "for the community and by the 
community.” Any outsiders coming in to open a food 
business should seek to collaborate with community 
members to ensure that the venture benefits and is 
accessible to existing community members. 

From Field to Fork: Food & Farmworkers Organizing for 
Justice
This session delved into the importance of supporting 
workers all along the food chain. Panelists included 
farmworkers and representatives of restaurant, food 
service, and food manufacturing worker organizations. 
The speakers described the injustices workers face on a 
daily basis and the ways that they are working to make 
worker voices heard. There are numerous approaches to 
support food chain workers. Two specific ways mentioned 
in this session include 1) taking part in the 
#WhoMakesAmysBread campaign to help Amy’s Bread 
workers achieve affordable health care, fair pay, and 
respectful treatment; and 2) joining the March for 
Farmerworker Justice on May 21st as it crosses the 
Brooklyn Bridge and heads to Union Square. This was just 
one leg of a two-week, 200-mile march from Long Island 
to Albany to fight for basic rights of farmer workers, such 
as collective organization, overtime pay, and days off. 
Check out the Food Chain Workers Alliance for more 
information about supporting food chain workers.

Labeling GMO Foods in New York
At the time of the conference, the main concern of this 
campaign action session was getting individuals to reach 
out to state legislators to ask them to vote “no” against 
the DARK Act, which would have prohibited all bills 
related to GMO labeling in the U.S. The rest of the 
session described state-level efforts underway to get the 
NY GMO Food Labeling Bill passed, and organizers 
described the need for more grassroots support. Find 
more information at http://www.gmofreeny.net.

Plate of the Union 
Plate of the Union is a joint-effort campaign that aims to 
mobilize multiple, intersecting stakeholders—farmers, 
scientists, community activists, chefs, and ordinary 
citizens—to amplify the public demand to fix our broken 
food system. (See the YouTube video “Our Broken Food 
System (And How to Fix It)” by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists.) The short-term objective is to get the 2016 
presidential candidates to acknowledge the imbalance in 
our food system and to commit to reforming it. The 
ultimate goal is for the next president to take meaningful 
steps to ensure that our food is healthy and affordable, 
fair to our workers, and protective of our farmland. Get 
involved at plateoftheunion.com.

Fresh Healthy Food for All Students: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and What We Can Do to Make It Happen
For an in-depth look into this workshop, please see Ian 
Ang’s article on page 13.

To view videos of some of the speeches from the Just 
Food Conference see: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?
list=PLKwJKP7vDDOK5HmijPrF5jS9SQciqvWnf

Thank you to the many contributors to this article. Your input 
was invaluable and greatly appreciated.

2016 Just Food Conference: Lessons Learned (cont’d)

Food Chain Workers A'iance session. Photo by Enid Farber

    8

http://amysbread.brandworkers.org
http://ruralmigrantministry.org/farmworker-march
http://foodchainworkers.org
http://www.gmofreeny.net
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-FlwnSKppk
http://www.plateoftheunion.com
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLKwJKP7vDDOK5HmijPrF5jS9SQciqvWnf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://amysbread.brandworkers.org
http://ruralmigrantministry.org/farmworker-march
http://foodchainworkers.org
http://www.gmofreeny.net
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-FlwnSKppk
http://www.plateoftheunion.com
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLKwJKP7vDDOK5HmijPrF5jS9SQciqvWnf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank

