LOCAL FOOD SYSTEMS RESPONSE TO COVID

Building Better Beyond Webinar Series

Formal and Informal Cooperative Development to Support Local

and Regional Food Systems
Webinar Highlights

According to a May 2020 Civil Eats article, formal cooperative models have been “thriving during
the pandemic.” Cooperatives with diverse partnerships and long-term relationships with
individuals across the food supply chain were able to sustain their businesses despite scare
resources. Additionally, cooperative models have a long history in black, indigenous and people of
color (BIPOC) communities to address equity as well as food and market access.

This webinar discussed the history of formal and informal cooperative models with a specific focus
on BIPOC and economically marginalized communities, and how different local and regional food
businesses have been able to adopt, adapt, and sustain these models during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Dr. Jasmine Ratliff (She/her): National Black Food & Justice Alliance

Ashley Smith (She/Her): Black Soil: Our Better Nature
Maggie Cheney (They/Her): Rock Steady Farm
Malik Yakini (He/Him): Detroit Black Soil Community Food Security Network

This month’s panelists represent three organizations working for food access equity in their
communities. When the COVID-19 pandemic caused a dramatic shift in the local foods landscape
all three organizations faced challenges and opportunities in a setting where new crises highlighted
and exacerbated familiar traumas. The conversation began with panelists describing how the
pandemic intersected with longstanding structural inequalities in their community food system,
and how the principles of cooperative economics informed their work.

This work is not new. Economically marginalized communities, especially BIPOC communities, have
been mobilizing this strategy for over 50 years to cope with strategic extraction and

marginalization both historically and currently. It is through cooperative approaches such as

sharing the work, sharing resources, sharing the rewards - that marginalized communities have )
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https://civileats.com/2020/05/15/community-food-co-ops-are-thriving-during-the-pandemic/
https://www.blackfoodjustice.org/
https://www.blacksoilky.com/
https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/
https://www.dbcfsn.org/

been able to survive. It is through community-based efforts that resilience comes, not just to the
acute emergency of the pandemic but to long standing structural inequality.

National Black Food & Justice Alliance: Dr. Ratliff began the conversation by defining an
important goal in the collective work responsibility of cooperative economics in BIPOC
communities.

Self-determining food economies “center the principles of self-determination and building
collective power as we work to reclaim our economies within the food system. We understand the
need to radically shift from a white dominant power paradigm that is dependent on the extraction
of black wealth and labor for the purpose of resourcing a cooperative food system to one of black
ownership over all the parts of our Labor businesses systems and monetization, including the
utilization of alternative food economies, but not limited to cooperatives and shared economy.”

Black Soil: Our Better Nature is a black owned agritourism company that seeks to educate
Kentuckians about the “narratives, experience and expertise of our partner black farmers.”
Through this work, Black Soil connects Kentuckians to the history of Kentucky agriculture built on
the backs of its black residents. The relationships established through Black Soil's work provided a
platform for the establishment of an aggregated CSA with ten rural black Kentucky farmers. The
program allowed for the farmers to remain active in their local communities while Black Soil
provided a connection to urban spaces, including a distribution point for USDA farm meals and
emergency food for non-profits (www.blacksoilky.com).

Rock Steady Farm is a LGBTQIA+ farmer owned co-op and CSA that advocates for food security
and social justice in their work in New York State. The farm always had a sliding scale food access
model but as the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted food insecurity the number of people who
donated to that program rose significantly. The increase in donations allowed Rock Steady Farm to
expand their sliding scale and completely free farm shares. In the end about 60% of their shares
went to low-income families in New York State (www.rocksteadyfarm.com).

Detroit Black Community Food Security Network (DBCFSN) is a multifaceted organization with
a seven-acre farm, educational and youth programs, and a food co-op that provides African
American leadership in Detroit’s local food movement an opportunity to “build community self-
reliance and to change our consciousness about food.” DBCFSN faced some of the most dangerous
conditions from the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Detroit was the city with the highest rate of
infection in the county with the highest rate of infection in the state with the third highest rate of
infection in the country. Among its many community organizing activities, DBCFSN operates a
seven-acre urban farm which generates funds through an on on-site farm stand. The dangers of
COVID-19 forced the farm to shut down completely for several weeks, followed by a complete shift
to online platforms for farmers markets and youth programs (www.dbcfsn.org).

Panelists emphasized that COVID-19 did not create the problems of food insecurity, economic
inequality, or structural racism in the United States. Rather, the pandemic intensified the



consequences of inequality and drew heightened public attention to long standing structural
injustices. COVID-19 infections and deaths disproportionately impacted BIPOC communities while
new murders of Black Americans were highlighted in daily social media posts and television
broadcasts. Maggie Chaney further reflected that the onset of the pandemic resonated within the
LGBTQIA+ community with the history of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and the current and historical
treatment of unhoused populations within New York City.

With heightened awareness of inequity came increased donations and corporations wanting to
support organizations such as those represented by our panelists. With increased attention came
the additional work of learning how to “prioritize, read motives, and understand what the incentive
is for the asking organization” and weighing that with the capacity and priorities of the
organization. This meant daily traumas had to be navigated while maintaining an increased
workload and continuing to pursue the long-term goals of cooperative work.

Panelists drew a sharp distinction between charity food systems on one hand, and their work to
build cooperative community food economies supported by mutual aid. Placing cooperative
economics in the history of survival strategies of enslaved Africans, Malik Yakini offered that
“mutual aid is really people collectively working on their own behalf.” In contrast, charity was
framed as typically coming from outside of the community with parameters set by the dominant
system and those in power. The work of cooperative food economies, while based in a capitalist
market system, is always focused on fostering just and equitable food economies that ensure the
health and prosperity of all community members. Thus, much of the panelist's work during the
COVID-19 pandemic emphasized food security but structured in a way that fostered long term
resilience and the dismantling of structural inequality.

While panelists acknowledged the need for traditional charity models in emergency situations, they
agreed that the focus of cooperative food economies is to foster community self-determination,
resilience, and just economies that build equitable wealth within. Put simply by Malik Yakini, “We
should not be under the illusion that by giving away healthy food, or giving away food to people,
we are in any way impacting the disparity and power, and we are in any way impacting the root
causes of hunger in this society.”

Examples provided by panelists demonstrated how thoughtful integration of cooperative food
economies and community food security initiatives can work to address structural inequalities and
disparities within a community. Ashley Smith cited her organization’s initiative that channeled
philanthropic and emergency food funds to provide regular food boxes sourced from Black
farmers to recent or expectant Black parents in the community. Caring for the health and wellbeing
of parents and their children by sourcing healthful foods raised by Black farmers is an investment
in the comprehensive health of the community.



Maggie Chaney emphasized the importance of building farm and food economies that create
pathways to the land and a sustainable livelihood for all who would farm. The farmers of Rock
Steady farm work to build intentional community for LGBTQ+ farmers while also fostering a
community food system that is equitable and accessible on all sides. They emphasized that while
the farms food access initiative garners the most attention, Rock Steady maintains a commitment
to the overall wellbeing of their farmer owners. As stated by Chaney, “The workspace mentality of
being ashamed of caring for yourself is especially true in farming... Our approach at Rock Steady is
to counter that, to focus on collective self-care and be intentional in that. [Working 16 hours a day
is] just not sustainable, and it's not what is going to provide our community's health and well-
being.”

To that end, cooperative models bring farmers together to share the work of caring for their
communities and supporting each other. Black Soil's food box program aggregates food from
multiple farmers. This allows those farmers to diversify their market outlets by selling into urban
based households while also continuing to provide fresh, seasonal products to their home
communities While the cooperative approach to CSAs runs counter to the dominant model where
one farmstead is expected to do it all, it allows for historically marginalized and limited resource
producers to grow with each other as they scale up production and share the risks and rewards as
a community.

In considering how cooperative food economies can support the recovery and resilience of local
and regional food systems moving forward, panelists agreed that the focus must be on long term
solutions that address long standing inequalities and underlying structural issues in our nation’s
food system. Specifically, this refers to dismantling a too prevalent savior complex among
emergency food and hunger initiatives and sudden interest in performative allyship with BIPOC
communities following 2020's widespread protests against racialized police violence.

Panelists discussed why it is important for local and regional food systems professionals to
understand that the work of healing communities through cooperative food economies isn't just a
trend. Ashely Smith emphasized the importance of recognizing healthy food as a human right, and
that the work of fostering food sovereignty “did not begin and will not end with this pandemic.”
Malik Yakini stated that the centuries long racialized and economic exploitation embedded in the
contemporary food system has resulted in an inequitable division of resources in this country for
those who would grow food, and the communities that they hope to feed. Given this context, he
offered his two-part framework for working in community to foster cooperation and self-
determination for community food systems: Active resistance to injustice, and the creation and
implementation of policy to dismantle unjust and inequitable food systems. Active resistance
includes both traditional actions like “taking it to the streets” alongside the creation of enterprises
and initiatives that serve as extant models of “what we want the world to look like if systems of
oppression were torn down.”



Addressing the importance of building grassroots power through cooperative economic models,
Mr. Yakini said “We really put the majority of our efforts in developing a sense of agency within our
own communities and developing democratic mechanisms so that people can once again be able
to exert control over their own lives.” Panelists called on federal, state, regional, and local policy
makers to value worker owned co-ops and showed support for the creation of offices to provide
funding and co-op development technical assistance. They emphasized the importance of
recognizing that cooperative business models are indeed viable business models - not charity.
Supporting the creation and development of co-operatively owned community focused
cooperative enterprises is an important way to support the self-determination and vitality of
marginalized communities.

Echoing this framework, Maggie Chaney highlighted the Food Sovereignty Fund started in
collaboration with the Glynwood Center for regional food and farming. This fund was designed as
an alternative path to capitalization for BIPOC and historically marginalized people seeking to enter
farming or expand their farming operations. By bypassing traditional government or bank-based
lending, cooperative lending and funding is another means to redistribute wealth and foster vitality
across local and regional food systems that prioritize the food security of community members.

The webinar closed with a call to action for the people watching the webinar who define
themselves as white, who have power because of the system of white supremacy, who love justice
to “step up on a serious level and challenge racism, challenge inequality, challenge inequity,
challenge the disparities that we see in society.” Echoing the importance of organizing locally, Malik
Yakini stated, “What | focus most of my work on is trying to mobilize people themselves to stand up
for their own well-being to stand up for their own rights and achieve their own agency, to live out
their own agency... because one of the things that oppressive system does is to suggest to us that
somehow we're not qualified to run our own lives, that we're not qualified to run our own
communities.” BIPOC communities are, and have been, doing this work on a large level but racism
is a white problem. The work to undo the historic and present-day damage caused by racial
capitalism is a white problem.

e Food Access & Cooperative CSAs
o https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/food-access
o https://www.blacksoilky.com/s/shop
o https://www.blackfoodjustice.org/food-map-director
e Entering into Cooperative Farm Business Models
o https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/training
o https://www.glynwood.org/what-we-do/regional-food-programs/food-sovereignty-
fund.html


https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/food-access
https://www.blackfoodjustice.org/food-map-director
https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/training
https://www.glynwood.org/what-we-do/regional-food-programs/food-sovereignty-fund.html
https://www.glynwood.org/

e Building Grassroots Power
o https://detroitpeoplesfoodcoop.com/about-us/
o https://www.blackfoodjustice.org/blp-fund
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