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Executive Summary 

The Wilderness Society (TWS) has engaged in food sovereignty for many years. 

Food sovereignty challenges often overlap with TWS priorities because public lands and wild 

places provide important foods and food systems are one of the biggest resource users on the 

planet. Among other examples, TWS has helped Tribes protect caribou in the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge, funded anti-desertification food forests near Joshua Tree National Park, 

documented Eastern Band Cherokee traditional foods in the Southeast, and funded food 

ecosystem research in Salmon-Challis, Idaho- a food desert community. Food sovereignty is an 

intersectional issue that affects communities, partners, landscapes, and TWS priorities. 

Food sovereignty is an intersectional bridge issue that can unite geographically, culturally, and 

racially diverse people together to protect wild places. Importantly, food sovereignty 

conservation work also offers an opportunity to build more reciprocal partnerships and achieve 

a critical mass of people taking action to protect public lands. Conservation organizations have 

historically failed to prioritize community needs, and the resulting distrust of the environmental 

movement was a central theme of community engagement in this report. Food sovereignty 

conservation work offers an opportunity to uplift culture and community well-being while 

addressing important environmental challenges. Centering community priorities such as food 

sovereignty in conservation strengthens existing partnerships and brings new partners to the 

table. 

The Theory of Change for TWS food sovereignty highlights the intersectionality of the work. 

Theory of Change: 

Supporting food system policies and practices at the intersection of conservation and 

justice leads to more equitable outcomes for communities while achieving key 

conservation goals. 

This report explores the Theory of Change through interviews, roundtables, and a literature 

review to determine intersections between TWS work and community food sovereignty 

priorities. Three roundtables and over 30 interviews featuring experts and community members 

were conducted over the course of this research. The report has an intentional focus on BIPOC 

communities to build new conservation paradigms, but the scope should be expanded to include 

more voices in the future, including white-majority communities. Community engagement 

helped to uncover several areas of mutual interest between TWS and participants. 

Equitable access was the central theme of our community engagement. “Access” was the most 

used word by participants and was most often associated with the words “equitable, “food”, and 

“funding”, according to our NVivo analysis. By nature, the report recommendations are 

primarily focused on intersections between environmental protection and equitable access to 

food and funding. The following examples of food and funding access recommendations 

demonstrate how community priorities drove the recommendations in this report. Direct 
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community priorities and perspectives should continue to drive TWS food sovereignty 

engagement and other TWS initiatives. 

Food Access Recommendation Example: 

TWS should expand support for existing Indigenous community and Tribal Nation 

efforts to protect sustainable access to traditional foods and medicines nationwide. 

“Salmon gave up life for us in the beginning… we made an 

agreement culturally with the salmon to become stewards of the 

land and waters where they return.” 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 

Indigenous traditional foods and medicines such as łiqa (salmon), iiniii (buffalo), and 

odaligali (ginseng) are a clear example of the relationship between public lands and food 

access. Participants in our Indigenous Food Sovereignty roundtable stressed the importance of 

sustainable access to traditional foods on public lands to the physical and cultural well-being of 

Indigenous communities. Sustainable access to traditional foods necessitates nationwide 

protection of public lands, and traditional foods and medicines are an important part of creating 

a nationwide system of Indigenous protected areas. Current practices on public lands, such as 

injecting dye to prevent odaligali harvesting in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, are 

culturally destructive. TWS can form more reciprocal partnerships with Indigenous 

communities and Tribal Nations by funding existing initiatives and supporting Tribal advocacy 

to protect sustainable access to traditional foods and medicines. TWS should help uplift 

Indigenous culture and protect wild places by supporting ongoing Indigenous 

community and Tribal Nation efforts to protect sustainable access to traditional 

foods and medicines. 

Funding Access Recommendation Example: 

 TWS should advocate for increased access to food systems conservation funding. 

“The grant givers are asking for too much. We don’t have any staff 

and are trying to work through requirements. We are missing out 

on opportunities when grants impose extensive restrictions and 

reporting.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Our community conversations regarding funding access revolved around the inequitable 

distribution and excessive burden of conservation funding programs. Participants discussed 

how flagship United States Department of Agriculture National Resources Conservation Service 
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(USDA NRCS) programs that fund environmental protection on public and private lands 

nationwide are underfunded and carry excessive requirements that limit access, particularly for 

BIPOC communities. Furthermore, many government conservation programs do not recognize 

Indigenous conservation practices or have culturally insensitive requirements that exclude 

BIPOC communities and Tribal Nations from accessing conservation funding. Data support 

these conclusions: only 1% of BIPOC producers received funding from two of the largest USDA 

NRCS environmental programs in 2020.i TWS should support community advocacy to 

increase access to USDA NRCS conservation funding because these programs fund 

nationwide environmental protection initiatives on public and private lands and 

support the communities driving environmental protection on the ground. 

All the report recommendations follow the same model to center community priorities in 

strategy development. First, we asked community engagement participants about their food 

sovereignty priorities. Subsequently, we crafted recommendations by referencing external 

literature and TWS internal documents to find intersections between community priorities and 

internal goals such as 30x30, Equitable Benefits, and Critical Mass. Now, we plan to collaborate 

with communities and Tribal Nations to improve and act upon these recommendations in a 

meaningful manner. In the future, we will conduct more community engagement to determine 

program efficacy, reassess community priorities, and begin the process anew. 

“Too many nonprofits think about their organization first. The 

leaders think about their interests first- not thinking about why 

they are there in the first place.” 

-Roundtable participant 

The Wilderness Society must continue to find opportunities at the 
intersection of conservation and justice to center community well -being in 

the pursuit of the protection of wild places. 
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Introduction 

This section explains why TWS is deepening food sovereignty engagement  
and presents the Theory of Change and Research Question behind this report. 

Origins of this scope of work 
TWS has engaged at the intersection of food sovereignty and conservation for 

many years. For example, TWS helped protect sacred Porcupine caribou birthing grounds in 

the Alaska National Wildlife Refuge and assisted in hosting conversations with the Native Farm 

Bill Coalition in Alaska. In Salmon, Idaho, TWS funded research around the creation of a food 

hub in this food desert community. TWS supports the Blackfeet Tribe’s efforts to protect iiniii 

(buffalo) and white pine forests. The Southern Appalachian Landscape Team is currently 

documenting traditional foods and medicines of the Eastern Band Cherokee. The Community 

Led Conservation team funded a native food forest project near Joshua Tree National Park to 

combat desertification and feed the community. Grazing and agriculture are permitted on 

millions of acres of public lands in the United States.ii Food systems use 52% of land and 42% of 

freshwater in the United States.iii iv These are only a few examples that demonstrate how food 

sovereignty overlaps with existing TWS work. This report aims to institutionalize these projects 

into a crucial component of TWS community engagement and partnership building. 

The Afro-Descendent Indigenous People’s climate collective (ADIP) prompted this 

food sovereignty scope of work by informing TWS that Food and Land Justice was a top priority 

for the collective. ADIP and TWS collaborated to host virtual and in-person roundtables in 

summer 2022 to understand community priorities. The roundtables uncovered potential 

opportunities for TWS to support positive impacts on communities in ways that align directly 

with overarching organizational strategy and prompted further engagement. Centering 

community priorities helps to build a critical mass of people to protect public lands, and 

community conversations are the driving force behind the TWS food sovereignty scope of work. 

This report has an intentional focus on BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and People of Color) 

communities to create new models of conservation that center BIPOC priorities. However, TWS 

should expand this work across geographically, culturally, and racially diverse communities, 

including white-majority communities. 

Food Sovereignty work can help protect wild places, form more reciprocal partnerships, and 

support community efforts to preserve culture, health, and identity. Food systems are one of the 

largest resource users on Earth and are an essential part of landscape-level conservation. 

Protecting and encouraging sustainable food ecosystems helps to ensure the health of both 

human and non-human species. Food sovereignty is a top priority across the US and deeper 

TWS engagement in food sovereignty helps to foster reciprocal partnerships with communities.  
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What is the purpose of this report?  
This report aims to elevate the voices of community leaders, highlight existing TWS work, 

prioritize the process of authentic partnership building, and recommend future opportunities 

for TWS to support meaningful impact on both communities and the planet.  

The report also details TWS community engagement efforts and how community perspectives 

informed the recommendations outlined in this report. Additionally, this report highlights the 

connections between food sovereignty and longstanding conservation initiatives. Finally, the 

report recommendations and lessons learned inform future TWS engagement in the food 

sovereignty space and other TWS initiatives. 

 

Theory of Change and Research Question 
 

Our team developed this Theory of Change for  TWS food sovereignty 
engagement: 

Supporting food system policies and practices at the intersection of conservation and 

justice leads to more equitable outcomes for communities while achieving key 

conservation goals. 

This report explores the Theory of Change as a research question: 

How can TWS engage on Food Sovereignty issues in an equitable and community-led 

manner that aligns with existing internal goals? 

 

TWS Food Sovereignty 

Guiding Statement 

Our team created this guiding statement to foster mutual understanding of 
food sovereignty and form a foundation for the TWS approach in this space. 
The TWS food sovereignty guiding statement is useful for general direction 

but is imperfect by nature. TWS must respect the right of all communities to 
self-determination of their own unique food sovereignty priorities.  
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Globally, food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate 

food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture systems. 

 

TWS also recognizes and is committed to Tribal sovereignty and self-determination. TWS 

furthermore acknowledges stewardship of each Tribal Nation’s unique history, 

knowledge, traditions, and language as it relates to food sovereignty and Indigenous 

peoples. 

This first sentence of the statement pulls from the Declaration of Nyéléni, a globally recognized 

food sovereignty document.v The notion of “culturally appropriate” and “ecologically 

sound” foods should shape meaningful TWS engagement in this space. 

The intention of the second clause is to emphasize self-determination within Tribal 

communities. TWS is committed to Tribal Sovereignty and self-determination, per the 

Governing Council approved TWS Framework for Working with Tribal Nations and Indigenous 

Communities.vi The second piece of the statement highlights the fact that no single, all-

encompassing definition of food sovereignty exists for all nations, communities, or 

individuals.  

 

Food sovereignty and 

conservation intersections 

This section discusses how food sovereignty is a model for conservation work 
that uplifts communities and addresses environmental goals simultaneously. 

 

Pursuing new models of conservation through 
food sovereignty work 

TWS can form deeper relationships with communities while protecting wild places 

by facilitating access to ecologically sound, healthy, and culturally appropriate 

food. When communities do not have their basic needs met, it is difficult (and often insensitive) 

to ask them to prioritize issues such as landscape-level conservation. Although individuals may 

care deeply about the environment, food insecurity is a more pressing concern. However, 

environmental protection and food insecurity are interrelated. This report details how applying 
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approaches such as biocultural restoration to the issue of food insecurity uncovers opportunities 

for TWS to protect wild places while helping to feed communities and uplift culture. 

Historically, conservation organizations have failed to prioritize community needs, desires, and 

culture. This failure to prioritize people was a common theme across the community 

engagement for this report and has resulted in widespread distrust and resentment towards 

environmental organizations. The conventional conservation approach of “keeping humans out” 

has undertones of subjugation, racism, and elitism. Communities feel ignored and 

subjugated by environmental organizations, and this is especially true in the 

BIPOC communities that are the focus of this report. Food sovereignty work is an 

important first step to bridge the gap between communities and environmental organizations 

because it helps communities address food insecurity and environmental challenges 

simultaneously. 

Durable environmental initiatives require meaningful community engagement, a commitment 

to reciprocity, and a focus on community priorities. Food sovereignty conservation work offers 

an opportunity for TWS to pursue ambitious environmental goals and support cultural 

preservation in collaboration with communities. 

 

The biocultural restoration approach 
The biocultural restoration approach helps TWS to be a meaningful ally to communities while 

protecting wild places. Biocultural restoration (BR) is an environmental approach 

rooted in Indigenous thought that strives to achieve the simultaneous preservation 

of ecosystems and culture. BR necessitates collaboration with communities to center unique 

cultural priorities in conservation initiatives. The BR approach helps ensure long-term support 

for environmental initiatives because it builds Critical Mass by uplifting community priorities. 

TWS should apply BR principles across the organization to build more meaningful, reciprocal 

partnerships. 

“Biocultural restoration is the science and practice of restoring 

not only ecosystems, but also human and cultural relationships to 

place, such that cultures are strengthened and revitalized 

alongside the lands with which they are inextricably linked.” 

 

- Center for Native Peoples and the Environment, founded by Dr. 

Robin Wall Kimmerervii 

 

Indigenous traditional foods and medicines 
Indigenous traditional foods and medicines are a clear example of biocultural restoration and 

the relationships between food sovereignty, public lands, and the protection of wild places. 
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Indigenous traditional foods (e.g., salmon, bison, wild rice, maple syrup) are integral parts of 

Indigenous culture, identity, and well-being. Many traditional foods are also keystone species 

that serve crucial ecological roles and are threatened by environmental challenges such as 

habitat loss and climate change. Traditional foods are cornerstones of Indigenous 

culture and are dependent upon the long-term protection of wild places. 

“We’re Caribou people. Caribou is our life. Caribou is our song. 

Caribou make us who we are. This is a human right to us. We have 

a right to be Caribou people.”  

-Quote from a Gwich’in Tribal member in TWS                                  

2021 Imago Initiative Video 

TWS has already engaged in the protection of traditional foods and food sovereignty. For 

example, TWS helped to protect a sacred Porcupine caribou birthing ground in the Arctic 

National Wildlife Refuge and featured this work in the Imago Initiative. TWS also currently 

supports Blackfoot efforts to protect iinnii (buffalo) and white pine forests. Figure 1 below gives 

a sense of the hundreds of traditional foods found on public lands that TWS works to protect 

every day. Even water is considered a traditional food by many Indigenous communities. TWS 

has an opportunity to protect wild places and support the creation of a nationwide 

system of self-determined Indigenous protected areas by supporting Indigenous 

communities and Tribal Nations in their efforts to protect traditional foods and 

medicines. 

Figure 1: North American traditional foods map from Tahoma Peak 
Solutions.viii 
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Case Study: Łiqa (Salmon) 

“Salmon gave up life for us in the beginning… we made an 

agreement culturally with the salmon to become stewards of the 

land and waters where they return.” 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 

Protecting migration routes for łiqa and other anadromous species helps to ensure access to a 

crucial Indigenous traditional food and has positive impacts on ecosystems. At least 137 species 

(including humans) depend on wild salmon for food, and salmon play key ecological roles, e.g., 

nutrient distribution between saltwater and freshwater systems. For instance, spawning salmon 

contribute an estimated 25% of Nitrogen to all tree foliage in Southeastern Alaska.ix 

 

 

 

 

 

Indigenous communities have respected salmon as a relative and protected salmon habitat for 

thousands of years, but many Indigenous practices that protect salmon and other anadromous 

fish populations are ineligible for conservation funding opportunities or are even illegal on 

public lands. TWS has an important opportunity to support food sovereignty and protect wild 

places by advocating for self-governed Indigenous stewardship of salmon and other traditional 

foods. Traditional foods such as łiqa are keystone species that sustain Indigenous culture, and 

sustainable access to traditional foods requires the protection of wild places. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Images: Fish Camp on Nughiltnu (Newhalen) River in Bristol Bay, Alaska  

from Danielle Stickman, TWS Arctic Landscape Directorx xi 



12 
 

Traditional Foods and Indigenous Health Outcomes  

The removal of traditional foods from Indigenous peoples’ diets is also causing significant health 

impacts for Tribal Nations and Indigenous peoples. Historical injustices including forced 

relocation and organized cultural destruction are key causes of the loss of traditional foods from 

Indigenous diets. Pollution, land use change, and climate change have also caused reductions in 

habitat quality and species populations, presenting further existential threats to traditional food 

access. For example, the Karuk people in California have experienced an almost complete 

elimination of several traditional foods from their diet such as salmon, trout, and acorns. These 

three foods made up 50% of a traditional Karuk diet. Rapidly increasing rates of diabetes (21% 

of the Karuk population) and heart disease (40% of the Karuk population) accompany the loss of 

traditional foods. Diabetes and heart disease are rare in Indigenous communities living on a 

traditional diet.xii 

“We are working with a couple Tribes in California on their lake. 

The lake is highly polluted, and they tell the Tribes they can no 

longer fish there. The Tribes are like ‘this is our lake, and this is 

our fish, and we will continue to eat the fish even if they are really 

bad because this is what we are supposed to do’” 

-Interview participant 

Additionally, participants in our roundtable noted that the Food Distribution Program on Indian 

Reservations (FDPIR) is a contributing cause to health issues in Indigenous communities. 

FDPIR is a USDA program that provides food distribution boxes to reservations across the US. 

The USDA has historically failed to support Tribal Nation efforts to provide healthy, culturally 

appropriate, ecologically sound food to Indigenous families in the FDPIR boxes. However, 

Tribal Nations are currently successfully advocating for FDPIR self-determination and the 

inclusion of traditional foods in FDPIR boxes. Sustainable access to traditional foods and 

medicines requires the protection of wild places. TWS can develop deeper reciprocal 

partnerships with Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations by advocating for the inclusion of 

traditional foods and medicines in FDPIR boxes. 

 

Equitable Access and “Co-Management” 

“We would go into [Glacier National Park] to harvest and get told 

to put down our plants.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Equitable access to the benefits of public lands includes equitable access to traditional foods and 

medicines on public lands. Unfortunately, many US public lands have bans on traditional food 

harvesting that limit access and are culturally destructive. For example, officials in Great 

Smoky Mountains National Park inject dye into odaligali (ginseng) patches to 
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prevent overharvesting and sale. However, Indigenous communities sustainably harvested 

odaligali and other traditional foods and medicines for thousands of years. Sustainable 

management is woven into the fabric of Indigenous culture. Indigenous communities 

reside on approximately 22% of Earth’s land surface yet steward an estimated 80% 

of global biodiversity.xiii Rather than criminalizing access to traditional foods and medicines, 

the US government should consider supporting self-governed Indigenous management models 

that protect sustainable, equitable food access. 

“Access to gathering areas is always a concern.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Self-governed Indigenous management of traditional foods and medicines can be an important 

co-management model that supports the creation of a nationwide system of Indigenous 

protected areas. TWS can be a more meaningful ally to Indigenous communities and Tribal 

Nations by supporting self-governed Indigenous management and stewardship of traditional 

foods and medicines. Above all, TWS must support Tribal Nations and Indigenous 

communities in ensuring that any co-management models respect and uplift Tribal 

Sovereignty. 

TWS should support existing Indigenous community and Tribal Nation efforts to 

preserve traditional foods and medicines because these efforts protect wild places, 

support food sovereignty, uplift culture, ensure equitable access to the benefits of 

public lands, improve health outcomes, support Tribal access, garner funding for 

co-management, and protect sacred sites. Traditional foods and medicines are also an 

important part of creating a nationwide system of Indigenous protected areas (an established 

TWS priority). Supporting existing efforts to protect culturally important species and their 

habitats is an important example of protecting wild places by centering community priorities. 
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Case Study: Blackfoot and iinnii 

Iinnii, or buffalo (Bison bison bison), are an integral piece of survival and culture for the 

Blackfoot peoples. Iinnii means “life or death” in the Blackfoot language because iinnii were a 

critical food source. Tragically, organized iinnii killing campaigns (often carried out by US 

government officials) were designed to starve Indigenous communities and force Indigenous 

peoples onto reservations. The horrific slogan of these campaigns was: “Every buffalo dead is an 

Indian gone”.xiv 

 

Adult iinnii with calf by Rich Keenxv 

Iinnii are also a keystone species. Iinnii facilitate water retention in the Great Plains through 

their wallows, create nesting habitat for birds, and forge crucial pathways through deep snow for 

other species, among other ecological roles.xvi TWS should collaborate with Indigenous 

communities to address these historical injustices and center traditional foods such as the iinnii 

in conservation work. 
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Food apartheid solutions on public lands in 
Black and Afro-descendent communities 

In Black and Afro-Descendent communities, food sovereignty is often associated with the 

concept of food apartheid. The term food apartheid describes the political, economic, 

and racial divisions that have caused widespread food access issues in Black 

communities. Food apartheid has its roots in Black land loss, gentrification, segregation, and 

systemic racism. Lack of food access is a key issue in Black communities, and we saw this reality 

reflected in our roundtables. 

The systemic issues that cause food apartheid are directly correlated with issues facing the 

Urban to Wild team and Rural Communities program. For example, in Los Angeles (and many 

other cities), the government funds food distribution programs and mandates community 

organizations to use public parks as food distribution pickup points. However, the public parks 

are often scarce, underfunded, and physically distant from at-risk communities. Additionally, 

since the public parks lack capacity and fail to prioritize these food pickups, the food 

distribution schedule is very irregular. In practice, this means that at-risk community members 

don’t know when they will be able to pick up food at the public parks and must travel long 

distances to access this food. Increased access to public parks can be an important part of the 

solution to food apartheid. 

A common theme in our engagement was the creation of community-led spaces that support 

sustainable practices while creating economic and educational opportunities. Public lands can 

be an important part of the solution to help communities access ecologically sound, healthy, and 

culturally appropriate foods. Black communities have devised innovative ways to use public 

lands to combat food apartheid, such as the Well at Oxon Run. Community-led public land 

revitalization projects, such as The Well, are examples of biocultural restoration. These inspiring 

projects transform neglected public land into community hubs that feed their communities, 

provide gathering spaces, and provide crucial wildlife habitat in urban and rural areas. 

 

 

Case Study: Biocultural restoration on public lands at 

The Well at Oxon Run 

The Well at Oxon Run is an inspiring example of how public lands can be part of the solution to 

food apartheid. The Well is located on 1 acre of land within the 106-acre Oxon Run Park (public 

land owned by Washington DC). The farm is in DC’s Ward 8, a 91.61% Black/African American 

community on the front lines of food apartheid lacking basic access to grocery stores and fresh 

produce. xvii The Well donates 100% of its produce to the nearby community. Jaren Hill 

Lockridge, a community resident, runs the farm and ensures that culturally appropriate foods 

are grown there using ecologically sound methods- key pieces of the TWS Food Sovereignty 

Guiding Statement. 
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Image: Collage of The Well at Oxon Runxviii 

TWS has an opportunity to support policies that allow ecologically sound food production on 

public lands to combat food apartheid. A favorable policy environment and government grants 

enable The Well to donate all its produce to the local community. Community farms and forestry 

could be a route to support Black communities in land ownership, food sovereignty, and 

conservation of the environment simultaneously. 

 

 
Food ecosystems and landscape-level 

conservation 
A food ecosystem refers to the socio-environmental relationships between food producers, 

retailers, consumers, and waste processors. Food ecosystems are one of the largest resource 

users on Earth and improving their sustainability helps protect air, water, and public lands.xix 

Sustainable food ecosystems are tied to food sovereignty because they provide access to 

ecologically sound, healthy, and culturally appropriate foods. TWS has an opportunity to 

support important environmental outcomes and food sovereignty by continuing to incorporate 

food ecosystems into organizational initiatives. 

TWS helped fund research by Louise Bruce and her team on food ecosystems in Salmon-Challis, 

Idaho (a food desert communityxx). Many Salmon-Challis residents are reliant on public lands to 

produce and distribute food. Louise’s report found that connection to consumers, access 

to larger markets, and transportation were three key concerns for Salmon-Challis 

producers.xxi Facilitating these connections is key in achieving the environmental benefits of 
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sustainable food ecosystems. Small-scale sustainable producers will not produce ecologically 

sound, culturally appropriate foods without reliable access to consumers. The food ecosystem 

priorities regarding market access in Salmon-Challis are present in many communities across 

the US, and were a theme in our community engagement for this report.  

For example, Asian and Pacific Islander Forward Movement (APIFM) partners with small, 

sustainable Asian American farms to provide local and sustainably grown Asian specialty foods 

to the greater Los Angeles area. As in Salmon-Challis, the key concerns for these small, 

sustainable Asian-American producers include transportation and access to markets. APIFM 

plays a key role in the food ecosystem by purchasing, storing, and distributing these sustainably 

grown foods. APIFM also helps to divert food waste to a Bokashi composting system to create 

new soil using a culturally relevant and environmentally friendly technique. As a result of 

APIFM’s efforts, sustainable producers have access to a wider market and less 

food waste is contributing to methane emissions. APIFM, Pacoima Beautiful, and many 

other organizations fill similar roles in the food ecosystem and facilitate market access for 

sustainable producers. The environmental benefits of sustainable food ecosystems are 

dependent upon food hubs and organizations that enable sustainable producers to access 

consumers. Supporting sustainable food ecosystems uplifts culture and has positive 

environmental impacts by increasing the profitability of sustainability. 

“The area where we have the least amount of capacity is policy.” 

-Community organization leader in Los Angeles 

TWS should continue funding research on food ecosystems such as the Salmon-Challis 

Comprehensive Food System Feasibility Study and collaborate with community organizations 

to improve the sustainability and environmental impact of US food ecosystems. Community 

organizations such as APIFM have on-the-ground expertise in improving food ecosystem 

sustainability. TWS should continue to offer funding support to sustainable food ecosystem 

organizations and advocate for policy that ensures sustainable producers are rewarded for 

contributing to important initiatives such as 30x30. 
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Methods 

The Methods section describes our approach to community engagement and 
details the lessons learned during this process.  

 

Logic Model behind TWS food sovereignty 
engagement strategy 

The Logic Model and Theory of Change in Figure 2 describe how we aim to let community 

priorities drive TWS engagement in food sovereignty. 

Figure 2: TWS Food Sovereignty Logic Model and Theory of Change. 
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 A key aspect of the logic model is its design: a circle. The model’s circularity illustrates 

that community engagement is not a linear process with a finite end date. TWS must 

continue to engage communities to reassess on-the-ground priorities and program 

implementation. At the core, we hope to elevate community voices to drive change through an 

iterative, self-improving process that self-assesses efficacy and readjusts trajectory based on 

community priorities. 

First, the Inputs section outlines what is necessary for TWS to engage in this work. Budget 

allocation is necessary to fund activities such as roundtables, interviews, staff-wide training, and 

this report. Staff capacity and expertise are essential to organize the roundtables and turn 

community priorities into policy and program recommendations for TWS. 

The Activities section describes how we are engaging communities to understand their 

priorities. Roundtables (both virtual and in-person) and interviews with community leaders 

were conducted to understand community priorities directly from the community members 

themselves. These roundtables are designed to feature the community voices and are facilitated 

by a 3rd party (with the intention of reducing TWS bias). To maintain a safe space for 

discussion, we do not include personal identifiers in our analysis, and have begun to implement 

free, prior, and informed consent protocols. In addition, a detailed review of the food 

sovereignty literature and policy landscape is necessary to provide relevant recommendations to 

TWS. 

The main near-term Output from this work is this report containing detailed background and 

recommendations. The policy recommendations in the report outline areas for TWS government 

relations to explore engagement. Program recommendations focus on the structure, budget, 

with actionable goals relevant to geographical regions and supported by community members. 

The long-term Outcomes from this work are aligned with community priorities and existing 

TWS strategy. We hope to find ways to ensure just, equitable benefits for all from public lands, 

build lasting, meaningful partnerships, meet 30x30 goals, and uplift culture through the 

protection of wild places. 

 

Breakdown of community engagement steps and 
lessons learned 

 

This section offers insight into the logistics and approach behind the 
community engagement that informed this report.  Additionally, this section 

provides “lessons learned” to inform community engagement across TWS 
initiatives including those outside of food sovereignty. 

 

 

 



20 
 

Step 1: Establish clear goals for community engagement. 

Before engaging with community members, we needed to build trust by establishing clear 

objectives for these convenings to share with potential participants. Our goals were: 

• Gathering BIPOC community voices and providing space for storytelling, 

networking, and discussion. 

• Supporting participants in identifying the systemic changes needed to 

advance food sovereignty and land justice. 

• Identifying areas for meaningful TWS engagement based directly on 

community priorities. 

 

Step 2: Attempt to build a safe, generative space. 

The community engagement for this report centered on creating safe, generative spaces 

where participants felt comfortable sharing honest perspectives on food sovereignty. 

Since we hope to directly incorporate community voices into food sovereignty work, participants 

must feel that TWS is protecting them and being transparent about how their perspectives will 

drive meaningful TWS engagement. TWS had to avoid overpromising by being clear about what 

we could potentially provide in this area and where the organization was in its process of food 

sovereignty engagement. 

Establishing trust was particularly important at this stage because TWS lacked guiding 

principles around food sovereignty that could reassure participants. During the initial stages, 

this lack of food sovereignty guiding principles was a significant source of distrust and hindered 

our ability to connect with partners. However, as we did more engagement, community 

priorities shaped our goals and helped us form a more complete picture of TWS goals and 

approach. Continuing to develop a clear role and guiding principles for TWS in the food 

sovereignty space is crucial for establishing trust among partners. 

3rd party facilitation was key in removing TWS bias from the conversation and 

allowing discussions to develop naturally. TWS provided prepared questions for the convenings, 

however the facilitator had freedom to allow the conversation to develop and discover 

innovative solutions. Agendas for the roundtables, including some questions, are in Appendix B. 

Free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) protocols are a crucial piece of building a safe, 

generative space in Indigenous communities, and we aimed to apply these principles across our 

engagement. An example of the consent form that we created for our Indigenous food 

sovereignty roundtable can be found in Appendix C. FPIC aims to give participants more control 

over the use of their perspectives. Crucially, FPIC gives participants the option to withdraw their 

consent. TWS should incorporate FPIC principles across all its initiatives. 
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Figure 3: Explanation of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent from the United 

Nations Food and Agriculture office.xxii 

 

Step 3: Identify, engage, invite. 

TWS staff, contractors, and partners selected participants based on their unique perspective on 

food sovereignty. We aimed to have a diversity of age, geography, and expertise. TWS contacted 

potential participants to discuss the issues in a small meeting with TWS staff and contractors. 

We asked individuals about their food sovereignty priorities during this meeting and added 

them to our roundtable invite list if they expressed interest in attending. 

Step 4: Hosting the convenings and interviews. 

This section describes logistics and lessons learned from the roundtables. Analysis 

of the content and community perspectives from these roundtables can be found 

in the “Community Voices, Analysis, and Summary of Findings” section. 

Roundtable 1 (July 25 th, 2022): 

Key details: 

The first roundtable was held virtually and consisted of leaders from around the Southeastern 

United States. Participants were selected based on their unique perspectives on Food and Land 

Justice and encouraged to share stories with the large group that would prompt further 

discussion on food sovereignty. 31 people were invited, and 22 participants joined the call for 
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the full hour. The discussion was facilitated by Kevin Bryan, a member of ADIP. The agenda for 

this event is in Appendix B. We did not record this event with the intent of creating a safe space 

for discussion. 

Lessons learned: 

The event was fruitful and could have been slightly longer. We had concerns about taking too 

much time out of people’s day for the event, but ultimately participants had more to say than 

time allowed. Several participants did not have a chance to speak, and this limited the overall 

effectiveness of the roundtable. Future roundtables would benefit from small group discussions 

to enable all participants to speak. In retrospect, recording the event may have helped to capture 

more ideas, and a better alternative would be to give consent forms for recording prior to the 

event. 

Roundtable 2: (July 29 th, 2022): 

Key details: 

The second roundtable occurred in-person in Durham, North Carolina. TWS collaborated with 

ADIP and hosted the event at Hawk’s Nest Healing Garden farm, who graciously provided a 

farm tour for us. There were approximately 30 participants consisting mainly of farmers from 

the Durham area, individuals working with land loss organizations, and local USDA officials. 

ADIP member April Jones was the principal organizer of the event. Kevin Bryan (another ADIP 

member) facilitated an hour-long conversation on food and land justice. TWS staff and 

contractors took notes to record perspectives, but the conversation was not recorded. Mary 

Black of the Chisholm Legacy Project created beautiful graphic notes to visually depict the 

themes of the conversation that are shared in the Community Voices, Analysis, and Summary 

of Findings section of this report. 

Lessons learned: 

Overall, the event was successful, and we gathered a diversity of perspectives that challenged 

each other and stimulated important discussions on food sovereignty and land justice. 

However, we missed a major opportunity to capture contact information from participants at 

this roundtable. Although we passed around a sign-in sheet, most participants did not put their 

information on the sheet. Deliberately collecting contact information is key to forming a 

network of concerned community members who TWS can support in driving this work. 

Additionally, although this large group conversation was longer than the first roundtable, the 

core conversation could have been extended. We spoke about food and land justice for 

approximately an hour as a large group, however there were more topics that warranted 

discussion. Many side conversations occurred before and after the core conversation, but the 

details of these conversations were not effectively captured, limiting our ability to incorporate 

important ideas into strategy. 

In the future, a longer discussion including a workshop session where participants gather into 

small groups and report their discussion to the larger group could be more fruitful. Small 

working groups would enable more topics to be covered, ensure that the details from side 
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conversations are captured, and give timid participants more opportunity to have their voices 

heard. 

Roundtable 3 (March 3rd, 2023): 

Key details: 

The third roundtable occurred virtually and was a collaboration with Tahoma Peak Solutions 

(TPS) to focus specifically on Indigenous Food Sovereignty. Tahoma Peak Solutions is a Native 

Woman Owned firm that specializes in food systems work. 20 individuals participated in this 

conversation that lasted approximately 2 hours. 

As a team, we decided to have a discussion focused solely on Indigenous food sovereignty 

because the notion of sovereignty is crucial for Tribal Nations and Indigenous communities. We 

aimed to create a safe, generative space that exclusively highlighted Indigenous food sovereignty 

perspectives.  

We created a consent form (Appendix C) in the pursuit of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent. 

Importantly, this consent form gave participants the opportunity to withdraw consent and 

review our analysis before publication. 

All participants in this roundtable also received honoraria for their participation. Our partner 

TPS coordinated the delivery of the honoraria funds to participants. 

Lessons learned:  

One of our main goals was to have geographic representation and connect individuals who may 

not know each other. We partially achieved this goal, but the conversation was heavily focused 

on the Pacific Northwest and Midwest. These regions are crucial, however, we lacked 

representation from other regions, and this naturally limits our ability to incorporate 

community voices into strategy. More conversations must be held to ensure that we are 

including as many regional perspectives as possible. Indigenous food sovereignty ideals differ 

between different Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations. Inclusion is necessary to create a 

resilient strategy. 

Additionally, we extended the conversation time to 2 hours to ensure that participants had 

enough time to bring up important topics. This was an important change that allowed for more 

ideas to be discussed and analyzed by the group. However, the conversation would have 

benefitted from being “broken up” into two or more pieces. The longer time format seemed to 

fatigue some participants. If we had implemented, for example, small breakout groups into the 

session, perhaps we could have avoided some discussion fatigue. Even a simple 5-minute break 

in the middle of the conversation may have helped avoid discussion fatigue. 

The follow-up one-on-one interviews from this roundtable were a great opportunity to have a 

deeper conversation with participants. In the future, TWS should continue to conduct follow-up 

interviews with participants to give more detail and context on the issue. 

Moving forward, all participants sharing their perspectives should receive honoraria to pay them 

for their contributions. Since TWS aims to directly incorporate community perspectives into 
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strategy, honoraria help to demonstrate that TWS values participant perspectives and is an 

important first step towards developing a reciprocal relationship. 

Individual Interviews: 

Key details: 

Over 30 individual interviews were performed both virtually and in-person by TWS / TPS staff 

and included in the analysis. Interviewers prepared general questions ahead of time and 4-6 

specific questions that were relevant to each interviewee (examples of interview questions can 

be found in Appendix D). Extensive notes were taken, and direct quotes were pulled from 

interviewees who consented to being recorded. The 4 general questions asked to every 

interviewee are as follows: 

1. How would you define Food Sovereignty? 

2. How does Food Sovereignty overlap with your work? 

3. What are the key issues affecting Food Sovereignty within your community? 

4. What are the key solutions within Food Sovereignty? 

5. How can “big green” environmental organizations such as TWS be food sovereignty 

allies? 

Examples of specific questions prepared for an individual interviewee (more interview questions 

in Appendix D): 

1. How has [your organization] prioritized BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) 

communities in its food initiatives? 

2. How can access to traditional foods be improved for [your Tribe]? 

Lessons Learned: 

Interviews were very useful for deep dives into specific topics and participant expertise. In the 

future, we should plan to have more one-on-one follow-up interviews, particularly with past 

roundtable participants, because they enter the conversation with a better sense of the topic and 

are better prepared to share their expertise.  

In addition, interviews initially did not have a standard list of questions. In the future, asking 

similar questions to all participants would be a good strategy to facilitate comparative analysis 

and uncover common themes and concerns for further engagement. 

 

Step 5: Analysis 

This report analyzes roundtables, interviews, and supporting documents to determine recurring 

themes. NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software application, helped to sort community 

engagement data by recurring themes, e.g., Systemic Racism. Additionally, we used NVivo to 
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create frequency-based word clouds from the roundtables to help identify key themes (all word 

clouds are shown side-by-side in Appendix A). 

We conducted a literature review focused on data related to the intersection of conservation, 

food systems, and justice using NVivo. The four main organizations that informed this literature 

review were the Native Farm Bill Coalition, the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, the 

American Farmland Trust, and the National Young Farmers’ Coalition. These four organizations 

have overlapping priorities with TWS regarding landscape-level conservation goals and 

prioritize equity and inclusion.  

In addition, we incorporated relevant internal TWS documents (e.g., 5-year outcomes, 3-year 

action plans, Native Lands Partnerships Framework, etc.) to find areas of mutual interest 

between communities and TWS in the food sovereignty space. External and internal literature 

provide crucial background information to reinforce community perspectives and the 

recommendations in this report. 
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Community Voices, 

Analysis, and Summary of 

Findings 

This section presents the perspectives of community members, supports their 
perspectives with relevant data, and relates them to TWS priorities to 

highlight opportunities of mutual interest. 

 

Roundtable 1 (Virtual, July 25th, 2022): 

Figure 4: Word Cloud from the Virtual Roundtable on July 25th, 2022. The size of 

each word indicates the frequency that participants mentioned that word during 

this roundtable. 
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“There are a fraction of black landowners now compared to the 

40s- we are moving backwards in terms of land justice. Access to 

land and capital are key.” 

-Roundtable participant 

The word cloud shows that “access” was the main theme discussed during this roundtable. 

Access was a key theme and was the most common word across all the interviews and policy 

briefs analyzed. The word “access” was most often preceded by the word “land” or “market” 

during this roundtable. These data suggest that land and market access are key food sovereignty 

issues facing participants in this roundtable. 

Excessive complications and systemic racism in government conservation 
programs 

An important idea from this roundtable was the failure of USDA conservation programs 

to reach BIPOC farmers and its impact on environmental issues. One farmer 

remarked: “There are too many complicated programs with excessive administrative burden for 

USDA funding that hurts small, Black-owned farms”. Access to funding was a common theme 

across our engagement, and echoed ideas from the policy briefs. 

“There are too many complicated programs with excessive 

administrative burden for USDA funding that hurts small, Black-

owned farms.” 

-Roundtable participant 

For instance, the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and Conservation 

Stewardship Program (CSP) are two flagship programs in the US that provide technical and 

financial assistance for farmers implementing conservation practices on their farms. However, 

these conservation programs are underfunded and cannot meet the demand. Only 30% of 

EQIP applicants received funding from 2010-2020.xxiii These programs can make or 

break the profitability of sustainable farming practices that protect the lands and waters of the 

US. USDA conservation programs are essential for minimizing the impact of agriculture on the 

environment in the US, and they are not being equitably distributed to all farmers. 

This perspective is supported by data: only 1% of producers of color received EQIP and 

CSP funding in 2020.xxiv When combined with results from a survey that found that BIPOC 

farmers reported being denied access to federal programs, ignored by local or state USDA staff, 

and that a local or state USDA employee acted in ways that were unwelcoming to them based on 

their race at higher rates than White farmersxxv, a pattern of systemic racism within the USDA 

begins to emerge. BIPOC farmers must navigate the complex web of programs and the 

associated administrative burden while enduring deep systemic injustice and prejudice.  
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“There are clear racist USDA policies and practices that are 

hurting our community.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Complicated requirements for government agriculture conservation programs limit 

conservation on public and private lands because they prevent small farmers from 

implementing sustainable practices. Small, sustainable farmers do not have the capacity to cope 

with the administrative burden of complicated funding requirements. Importantly, the 

American Farmland Trust found that women, veterans, and historically marginalized producers 

are more likely to operate small farms.xxvi 

Land protection and healing from injustice are interrelated 

The National Young Farmers’ Coalition survey resulted in important data demonstrating BIPOC 

farmers are a crucial part of the solution to improve conservation in agriculture:  

Figure 5: Data from the National Young Farmer’s Coalition 2022 Survey. xxvii 

These data also demonstrate a compelling cultural component to BIPOC regenerative 

agriculture, which arose as a theme in community engagement and policy briefs. BIPOC 

communities are using regenerative practices not only to heal the land, but to heal from 

historical injustice as well. For instance, the slogan of the farm where TWS hosted an in-person 

Food and Land Sovereignty roundtable in July 2022 was: “We are BIPOC farmers growing 

for our collective liberation”.xxviii Supporting BIPOC farmers in protecting the environment 

on their farms also has deep cultural implications for BIPOC communities. 

TWS should support BIPOC community efforts to access conservation funding and 

regenerate land. Food systems are the largest users of land and freshwater in the US.xxix 

Effective wildlife corridors depend upon protection of wilderness on both public and private 
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agricultural lands. TWS has an opportunity to be a meaningful ally to marginalized communities 

and achieve conservation goals by incorporating food systems into organizational priorities. 

 

Roundtable 2 (In-person, Durham, North Carolina, June 29th, 2022): 

 

Figure 6: Graphic Notes by Mary Black depicting themes from the in-person 

roundtable in Durham, NC on July 29, 2022. xxx 

“We need to prioritize community over scale.” 

-Roundtable participant 

The second roundtable at Hawk’s Nest Healing Gardens in Durham, NC was a gathering of 

farmers, USDA officials, land loss prevention experts, and food justice leaders. Many key ideas 

emerged from this roundtable and are highlighted in the graphic notes above created by Mary 

Black of the Chisholm Legacy project. The notion of “access” was also central in this 

conversation, mirroring the discussion from the first roundtable. 
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Access to funding, markets, and certifications,  

Access to funding and markets was a central idea during this roundtable as well. Again, 

participants noted that USDA programs were too complicated and had exclusionary 

practices that hurt small, sustainable farmers. 

“The scale of GMO crops enables large farms to get subsidies but 

small farmers growing diverse crops have more hoops and 

complications to access the same funds.” 

-Roundtable participant 

For example, organic certification takes three years to obtain and, as one of our participants 

noted: “It is easy for a small, sustainable farm to fail in the first three years”. Organic farms help 

to protect our lands and waters through practices such as banning agrochemicals that persist for 

years in waterways, promoting biodiversity, and protecting habitat. The three year wait for 

certification limits market access and prevents small, sustainable growers from receiving higher 

revenues that could keep sustainable farms afloat. Additionally, there is a significant 

administrative burden placed on farmers to obtain and retain their organic certification that is 

often untenable for small-scale, sustainable farms. Barriers to environmentally beneficial 

funding programs prevent innovative farms using practices that align with TWS 

goals from surviving long-term. 

Roundtable participants also noted that the Farm Ownership Loan (FOL) requires 3 years of 

farm management before farmers can become eligible. The FOL program is crucial for many 

farmers to gain and retain the land tenure that allows farmers to implement long-term 

sustainability plans. One roundtable participant stated that these programs favor scale over 

sustainability, and that “small farmers growing diverse crops have more hoops and 

complications” than large-scale producers when accessing these programs. 

Certifications are globally recognized tools to achieve conservation benefits. For example, 

environmental officials are collaborating directly with coffee growers in Colombia to create a 

“Jaguar-friendly” coffee certification. This certification has important stipulations, such as 

maintenance of a certain degree of forest cover within coffee plantations, to help protect jaguars 

and many other species by extension. Coffee growers are then able to receive a higher price for 

their beans on the market, improving socioeconomic outcomes.xxxi TWS should explore the 

potential for certifications to support community economic development and environmental 

benefits.  

Access to funding and information 

Another concern for roundtable participants was access to resources and information. Many of 

the sustainable practices that TWS is concerned with fall under the jurisdiction of the USDA 

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). Two NRCS employees were present at this 

roundtable. These two NRCS employees are responsible for training hundreds of farmers across 

a wide area in North Carolina, assisting with applications, and furthering sustainability in the 

region. In practice, it is not possible for two employees to effectively provide training and 
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assistance to hundreds of farmers. NRCS programs nationwide suffer from the same 

understaffing issues due to limited funding. As a result, farmers don’t have access to NRCS 

conservation funding and community physical and socio-economic health suffers. 

The failure of the NRCS to provide reliable service and information was a key topic during this 

roundtable discussion. Many sustainable practices, such as wildflower habitat creation, erosion 

control, etc. require training and upfront investment that small farmers cannot bear without 

funding or incentives from the NRCS. If the NRCS fails to educate farmers, or farmers cannot 

shoulder the administrative burden NRCS conservation programs entail, sustainable practices 

that protect wild places and connect habitat via wildlife corridors are not implemented. 

“When you get access to funding it has an associated 

administrative burden and can only be used for very specific 

purposes, but you can’t pay yourself.”  

-Roundtable participant 

Even when farmers can apply, USDA conservation programs are still underfunded. For instance, 

only 30% of applicants to the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP, a flagship 

NRCS sustainability program) were able to receive funding in 2022xxxii. Increasing the NRCS 

budget will help to train and equip small-scale, sustainable farmers to protect wild places. 

Figure 7: Word Cloud from the In-person roundtable in Durham, NC. The size of 

each word indicates the frequency that participants mentioned that word during 

this roundtable. 
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Racial bias in federal conservation programs 

"The US agro-industrial system was designed with us as 

laborers."  

– Black-identifying roundtable participant 

Another crucial concept from this roundtable and others is the racial bias inherent in 

USDA conservation programs. Many roundtable participants brought up historic 

discriminatory practices by the USDA that make them reticent to work with the USDA at all. We 

are thankful to our participants for sharing deeply personal anecdotes of discrimination that are 

reflected in data as well. As discussed in the analysis of the previous roundtable, only 1% of 

producers of color received EQIP and CSP (two flagship USDA conservation programs) funding 

in 2020.xxxiii Also, BIPOC farmers reported being denied access to federal programs, being 

ignored by local or state USDA staff, and that a local or state USDA employee acted in ways that 

were unwelcoming to them based on their race at higher rates than White farmers.xxxiv USDA 

conservation programs have clear equity issues that must be addressed, and participants at our 

roundtables highlighted this sentiment. 

 

Roundtable 3 (Virtual, March 3rd, 2023) and Follow-up Interviews: 

The third roundtable was focused exclusively on Indigenous food sovereignty. The purpose of 

this roundtable was to find areas of mutual interest for TWS to support Indigenous communities 

and Tribal Nations in the food sovereignty space. In addition, Tahoma Peak Solutions conducted 

follow-up one-on-one interviews with experts to dive deeper into the topic that are also included 

in this analysis. This collaboration with Tahoma Peak Solutions helped to establish many key 

themes that should guide TWS partnership with Tribal Nations in food sovereignty and other 

TWS initiatives. 
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Figure 8: Word cloud from Indigenous Food Sovereignty roundtable on March 

3rd, 2023. The size of each word indicates the frequency that participants 

mentioned that word during this roundtable. 

As in the previous roundtables, the notion of “access” was a principal component of this 

discussion. The conversation centered on access to traditional foods, medicines, lands, 

and funding.  

Cultural approaches to environmental protection 

Participants in this roundtable compellingly challenged the conventional approach to 

conservation. The following quote offers insight into participants’ issues with traditional 

conservation: 

“We need to decolonize how we view natural resources. Western 

conservation views it from a dominant point of view, not in a 

relative way as our ancestors did. We don't have dominion over 

the land. We are a part of it. We must save the [white man] from 

themselves.”  

-Roundtable participant 

Cultural differences to environmentalism were a common topic across engagement with 

Indigenous communities. There is an important cultural divide concerning the approaches to 

conservation and sustainability between Indigenous communities, environmental organizations, 

and the US government. TWS must incorporate Indigenous voices into all organizational 

strategy to ensure reciprocity, improve the long-term viability of TWS initiatives, and respect 
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Tribal Sovereignty. TWS is committed to Tribal Sovereignty and self-determination as 

established in the TWS Framework for Working with Tribal Nations and Indigenous 

Communities. 

Access to traditional foods on public lands  

The experts at this roundtable called for sustainable access to traditional foods as an 

important piece of systemic change. Participants noted that access to traditional foods has 

been denied by law in many places. Additionally, participants noted that traditional foods are 

overharvested by individuals who do not respect sustainable Indigenous harvesting practices. 

This is true in many places across the United States. For instance, in the Eastern United States, 

wild ginseng can fetch prices of over $550 per pound because it is valued for medicinal purposes 

across the globe.xxxv This high value has led to overharvesting and thus ginseng harvesting bans 

on public lands. Park officials in Great Smoky Mountains National Park have even begun 

injecting dye into ginseng patches to prevent harvesting. These bans and practices prevent 

Indigenous communities from harvesting an important traditional medicine from ginseng 

patches that Indigenous caretakers have cultivated and harvested sustainably for generations.  

“We would go into [Glacier National Park] to harvest and get told 

to put down our plants.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Many traditional foods are also an indicator of climate change. Manoomin, or wild rice 

(Zizania), is experiencing documented declines related to temperature rise, shoreline erosion, 

and other environmental issues. The Ojibwe people have survived for over a thousand years in 

the Great Lakes region because they adhere to the philosophy of living “where food grows on the 

water”, i.e., by harvesting manoomin and other traditional foods.xxxvi TWS can be a better 

ally to Indigenous communities by supporting Tribally led initiatives to protect, 

cultivate, and access important traditional foods and medicines that are directly 

correlated with the ecological health of public lands.  

“There have been snow records the last few years and then 

temperatures go straight to 77 degrees. With syrup the sap does 

not run if it is too warm or too cold. Similar with wild rice, these 

extremes make it tough. The last two years haven't been too good 

related to the climate.” 

-Interview participant 

Links between food distribution and land protection  

Participants also stressed the need for the inclusion of traditional foods in the Food 

Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) program. Many Indigenous 

families rely on FDPIR for food, and the USDA has failed to provide access culturally 
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appropriate, ecologically sound food to Indigenous families through FDPIR since its creation. 

Several roundtable participants consider the USDA’s failure to allow access to traditional foods 

to be a central cause of current health epidemics in Indigenous communities. Data from the 

Karuk Tribe in California supports this perspective. Karuk Tribe members have endured an 

almost complete elimination of several traditional foods that is directly correlated with rapidly 

increasing rates of diabetes (21% of the population) and heart disease (40% of the population) in 

the Karuk community.xxxvii 

Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations successfully advocated for the FDPIR Self-

Determination Demonstration Project in the 2018 Farm Bill. The reform gave Tribal 

Nations more autonomy over the foods in FDPIR boxes, including the ability to supplant USDA-

allotted foods in the boxes with Indigenous traditional foods. The demonstration project has 

been successful, but roundtable participants highlighted that FDPIR guidelines continue to limit 

Tribal Nations’ self-determination. Roundtable participants called for more autonomy 

in food choices, control over FDPIR supply chains, greater inclusion of Indigenous 

producers, and self-governance of FDPIR funds. Roundtable participants want to access 

ecologically sound, healthy, culturally appropriate foods from the FDPIR program. 

"We want self-governance to purchase foods our elders and family 

members want." 

-Roundtable participant 

Importantly, many of the traditional foods Indigenous communities desire in FDPIR 

boxes (e.g., buffalo and salmon) are also keystone species that require public lands 

protection to thrive. FDPIR self-determination reform requires long-term, sustainable access 

to traditional foods and thus landscape-level protection efforts. Indigenous communities 

deserve autonomy in food choice and have sustainably harvested traditional foods for hundreds 

of years. TWS should support Tribally led FDPIR self-determination reform efforts 

because the inclusion of traditional foods in FDPIR boxes necessitates the 

protection of wild places and supports the development of a nationwide system of 

Indigenous protected areas. 

Land co-management and access 

Access to land and co-management of land were also two main topics in this conversation. 

Participants expressed concerns around the true meaning of co-management for Indigenous 

communities. One participant noted that there is “no unified definition of co-

management or co-stewardship”, and that co-management often amounted to 

“janitorial services” for Tribal Nations. This participant eloquently explained how the 

power dynamics in co-management result in Tribal Nations bearing the burden of proving their 

sustainable management practices in the form of costly and time-consuming studies. This “proof 

of sustainability” co-management model places an undue burden on Indigenous communities, 

implies distrust, and has undertones of systemic racism. Sustainable management is part of the 

culture and identity of Indigenous communities. Indigenous communities reside on 

approximately 22% of Earth’s land surface yet steward an estimated 80% of global 
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biodiversity.xxxviii TWS must support Tribal Nation and Indigenous community efforts 

to create land management models that respect Tribal Sovereignty. 

“If Tribal Sovereignty was respected, they would let us manage 

our own land.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Funding access 

Participants also discussed issues regarding access to funding and echoed sentiments from 

previous roundtables. A common theme across all the roundtables was the time-consuming 

complications of grants and conservation funding. Participants in this roundtable specifically 

mentioned the difficulties associated with satisfying burdensome grant requirements and 

reporting. Indigenous community organizations applying for these grants lack the capacity to 

satisfy complicated funding requirements, further limiting access to conservation grant funding. 

TWS must support funding reform and examine organizational grantmaking to ensure that 

small community organizations are not being excluded, because they often have the deepest, on-

the-ground knowledge. The following quote from this roundtable summarizes these issues: 

“The grant givers are asking for too much. We don’t have any staff 

and are trying to work through requirements. We are missing out 

on opportunities when grants impose extensive restrictions and 

reporting.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Furthermore, many Indigenous practices that achieve ecologically sound outcomes 

are ineligible for funding under USDA programs. The Native Farm Bill Coalition (NFBC) 

is currently advocating for the “Recognition of Traditional, Ecological, and Knowledge-based 

conservation” in the Conservation title of the Farm Billxxxix TWS should support NFBC 

efforts to preserve and fund important cultural practices that drive positive 

ecological outcomes.  

Finally, grant giving organizations also perpetuate culturally insensitive norms. For example, 

one roundtable participant worked with the USDA NRCS to form a buffalo herd. This 

participant expressed a desire to “reconnect with buffalo as a relative”. However, the NRCS was 

focused on the economic potential of the buffalo, and most of their guidance and grants 

regarding buffalo are focused on turning buffalo into what this participant described as a “cash 

cow that can be penned in and milked and sold for profit”. There is a gap in understanding 

between many grant-giving organizations and Indigenous communities. Indigenous 

communities view other species as relatives and teachers, and grant-giving organizations often 

prioritize economic development over cultural development. TWS must collaborate with 

communities during the grantmaking process to ensure that organizational grants do not 

perpetuate culturally insensitive practices.  



37 
 

Recommendations 

This section offers recommendations for future TWS engagement in food 
sovereignty. The recommendations are divided into general (steps to move 
food sovereignty work forward), policy-specific (focused on existing policy 

opportunities), and program (internal structure and staffing) 
recommendations. 

 

General recommendations 

1. Expand existing efforts to center food and medicine species protection in public 

lands protection advocacy, approaches, and management models. 

TWS has helped protect keystone food and medicine species for many years, however, TWS 

must center traditional foods and medicines as a foundational component in the creation of a 

nationwide Indigenous system of protected areas that respects and uplifts Tribal Sovereignty. 

Protection and access issues regarding traditional foods on public lands were a central topic of 

the Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable. Sustainable access to these foods and medicines 

necessitates public land protection because these species live on public lands. TWS should 

respectfully and systematically support existing Indigenous community and Tribal 

Nation efforts to protect the wild places that provide ecologically and culturally 

integral foods and medicines nationwide. 

“Salmon gave up life for us in the beginning… we made an 

agreement culturally with the salmon to become stewards of the 

land and waters where they return.” 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 

Indigenous traditional foods and medicines demonstrate clearly how keystone food species 

protection can uplift culture and achieve environmental goals. For example, the stewardship of 

łiqa (salmon) habitat is an important part of cultural identity for many Tribes. At least 137 

species (including humans) depend on wild salmon for food, and salmon play key ecological 

roles, e.g., nutrient distribution between saltwater and freshwater systems.xl This report details 

several other examples of keystone food species that play important roles in cultural identity and 

ecosystems, including caribou, white pine, odaligali (ginseng), iinnii (Bison bison), and 

manoomin (Zizania, or wild rice). Tribal Nations have sustainably managed and 

protected these critical species for hundreds of years, and TWS can be a better ally 

by supporting existing Indigenous and Tribal Nation efforts to fund protection for 

these species and their habitats nationwide. 
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TWS should create a “Public Lands Food and Medicine Protection Framework” to 

guide meaningful, respectful engagement that supports community-led efforts to protect wild 

places. The framework should incorporate regional considerations and be developed in 

collaboration with Indigenous communities, Tribal Nations, and other communities that rely on 

foods from public lands. The creation of a framework helps to ensure that TWS centers 

community priorities, respects Tribal Sovereignty, and is consistent in its approach to food and 

medicine protection efforts. 

 

1a) Include equitable access to foods on public lands as a policy and 
campaign priority within the Equitable Benefits Result Team 

TWS must help communities collaborate with governments to develop policy around 

protection and sustainable access to food on public lands. In many areas, traditional 

food access is restricted or banned. For example, patches of ginseng in Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park that have been sustainably harvested by Indigenous 

communities for hundreds of years are being injected with dyes to prevent 

harvesting, including sustainable harvesting methods. Park officials dyeing 

ginseng is representative of an inequitable system that is preventing 

communities from accessing the benefits of nature.  

  

Importantly, equitable access to foods on public lands also has important 

implications for co-management. TWS must ensure that protection efforts 

and funding programs to increase access to traditional food and 

medicine access respect Tribal sovereignty. For example, the Land and Water 

Conservation Fund is problematic for Tribal Nations because it requires open, public 

access to land in perpetuity. TWS should support Tribal Nation efforts to develop 

traditional food and medicine management models and funding programs that 

respect Tribal Sovereignty.  

 

2. Collaborate with communities to develop more landscape-specific priorities to 

support food sovereignty projects. 

Food sovereignty has different meanings in different communities and necessitates regionally 

focused priorities. The recommendations below regarding the Southern Appalachians and Arctic 

Tier 1 Landscapes serve as a model for this approach. These recommendations for TWS are 

developed directly from conversations with community members and TWS staff in these 

regions. TWS must collaborate with communities and Tribal Nations based in-place 

across the US to develop more meaningful, relevant food sovereignty priorities. 

Centering regional priorities helps to strengthen initiatives and build Critical Mass for the 

protection of public lands. 

Terms including “support”, “facilitate”, “help”, etc. in these recommendations may refer to 

increased capacity, funding, development of policy expertise, training, or other necessary 
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engagement from TWS National. TWS National must collaborate with landscape and regional 

teams to determine exactly what these teams need to enact these recommendations. 

2a) Southern Appalachian Landscape Example Recommendations 

1. Fund Southern Appalachian Landscape Team (SALT) engagement and research to 

include the Mountain Valley Pipeline watershed impacts on food sovereignty in 

advocacy. 

2. Support SALT in ensuring sustainable access to traditional foods (e.g., ramps, ginseng, 

etc.) on public lands in the Southeast. 

a. Pursue opportunities to give “rights of nature” to traditional foods and medicines. 

3. Center Free, Prior, and Informed Consent across all TWS community engagement. 

4. Fund and support External Affairs capacity to create more SALT team communications 

efforts that elevate community leaders in the pattern of current work with Eastern Band 

Cherokee and others. 

a. Learn from SALT engagement with Eastern Band Cherokee and incorporate 

content development education into TWS communications work to teach 

community leaders to create their own communications (e.g., video/photography 

lessons). 

5. Support SALT efforts to combat environmentally detrimental land use changes, prevent 

forest development, and support community land ownership on all lands to protect food 

sovereignty and protect wild places. 

6. Support the development of demonstration gardens such as the Native American 

Interpretive Garden at the University of Tennessee that showcase culturally important 

foods and sustainable growing methods. 

 

2b) Arctic Landscape Team and Alaska Example Recommendations  

1. Help the Arctic Landscape team and Alaska region advocate for the protection of 

subsistence and traditional foods, e.g., salmon, whitefish, seals, caribou, crabs, black 

seaweed, berries, and others. 

2. Help the Arctic team and Alaska region increase access to federal conservation funding.  

a. Support the Arctic team in advocating for more USDA National Resources 

Conservation Service Tribal Liaisons (there is currently only one Tribal Liaison 

for 229 Tribes in Alaska). 

b. Assist the Arctic Landscape team’s efforts to support USDA Tribal conservation 

districts in Arctic Village and Venetie. 

c. Support Arctic team advocacy to include Indigenous practices under the 

approved conservation practices eligible for reimbursement under federal 

programs. 

3. Support Arctic team and Alaska region efforts to ensure self-determination and self-

governance for Tribal Nations in the Conservation and Nutrition Title programs under 

the Farm Bill. 

4. Facilitate Arctic team engagement with the International Food Sovereignty working 

group. 



40 
 

5. Support Arctic team and Alaska region collaboration with communities and Tribal 

Nations to define subsistence and food security to inform meaningful food sovereignty 

engagement.  

a. Definition of food security from the Inuit Circumpolar Council: “Alaskan Inuit 

food security is the natural right of all Inuit to be part of the ecosystem, to access 

food and to care-take, protect and respect all of life, land, water, and air. It allows 

for all Inuit to obtain, process, store and consume sufficient amounts of healthy 

and nutritious preferred food – foods physically and spiritually craved and 

needed from the land, air and water, which provide for families and future 

generations through the practice of Inuit customs and spirituality, languages, 

knowledge, policies, management practices and self-governance. It includes the 

responsibility and ability to pass on knowledge to younger generations, the taste 

of traditional foods rooted in place and season, knowledge of how to safely obtain 

and prepare traditional foods for medicinal use, clothing, housing, nutrients and, 

overall, how to be within one’s environment. It means understanding that food is 

a lifeline and a connection between the past and today’s self and cultural 

identity."xli 

6. Help the Arctic Team to include more staff in Federal Subsistence Regional Advisory 

Councils. 

7. Fund and support Arctic team efforts to ensure the protection, self-governance, and 

renaming of Indigenous trade routes and food exchanges.  

a. Fund a gathering foods exchange for TWS staff to facilitate internal 

understanding and excitement around food sovereignty, e.g., staff go to Alaska 

for fish camp and Alaskans go down for Starlyn’s spring tapping camp. 

8. Include Indigenous place names for foods on scientific maps (e.g., salmon spawning 

grounds). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



41 
 

Case Study: Community Gardens under a Powerline Easement 

Different landscapes and regions have different priorities, capabilities, and 

communities. TWS should support innovative, community-led projects that 

revitalize public lands nationwide, such as the Arleta Community Garden (ACG). 

 

Nopales in the Arleta Community Garden in March 2022xlii 

The Arleta Community Garden (ACG) is located underneath a powerline in the San 

Fernando Valley on public land easement. Powerline easements present costly, 

persistent management problems for governments and communities. Poorly 

managed vegetation under powerline easements is associated with habitat loss, 

wildfires, soil erosion, and water quality issues across the United Statesxliii. The 

Arleta community has addressed this problem with an inspiring solution: a 

community garden. 

ACG is approximately 11 acres and contains dozens of plots where local community 

members plant culturally appropriate, ecologically sound foods (such as the 

nopales pictured above). In addition to addressing food sovereignty challenges, 

this garden prevents many of the issues associated with poorly managed land 

underneath powerlines. 

This garden provides a compelling example of opportunities that exist on public 

land easements and rights-of-way across the United States. TWS should support 

community-led efforts in every region to access food and solve environmental 

challenges through funding and policy reform. 
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3. Create biocultural restoration grants and review grantmaking procedures to 

ensure the inclusion of small community organizations. 

Participants in all our community engagement for this report called for accessible grants that 

helped them uplift their communities and restore the environment. TWS should create grants 

that fund biocultural restoration projects that regenerate public lands while improving food 

access in at-risk communities, such as Mudtown Farms in LA and The Well at Oxon Run in DC. 

The 2022 TWS Innovation Fund that supported anti-desertification food forest work near 

Joshua Tree (featured in the case study below) and food hub engagement in Albuquerque is an 

important internal example of a grant that is supporting community-led innovation in food 

conservation. 

A common theme in our community engagement was the desire for simplification and greater 

autonomy regarding grant funding. Importantly, many of the community organizations that 

desire food sovereignty related grants have limited capacity to satisfy complicated grant 

requirements such as detailed, lengthy reporting procedures. Additionally, many grants only 

provide funding for very specific purposes and do not allow grantees to, for example, pay their 

staff with grant funding. These complicated grant requirements limit access to funding for the 

small community organizations that are essential for on-the-ground impact. TWS should review 

its grantmaking procedures to ensure that small community organizations are included and 

improve access to funding opportunities. 
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Case Study: Fighting Desertification with Food Forests near 

Joshua Tree National Park 

TWS is currently funding Zoe Blaq and her organization, Urban Soul Farmer (USF), to combat 

desertification with a native food forest in Twentynine Palms, California- the nearest city to 

Joshua Tree National Park. Desertification is a top concern in this region. From 1895 to 2016, 

the annual precipitation in Joshua Tree National Park dropped by 39 percent, and the average 

temperature increased by 3℉.xliv USF received funding for this important project from the 2022 

TWS Community Led Conservation Team Innovation Fund. Sharon Musa is the TWS point of 

contact for this project. 

Native plantings at the desert ranch in Twentynine Palms, California by Zoe Blaqxlv 

Zoe aims to address these issues by planting a dense forest of native food species including 

mesquite, date trees, figs, cacti, and California palm using permaculture principles and the 

Miyawaki method of afforestation. The Miyawaki method increases tree development speed and 

fosters overall plant biodiversity at a lower cost with reduced long-term maintenance compared 

to traditional reforestation techniques.xlvi 

Importantly, Zoe and USF plan to allow community members to harvest food from this forest. In 

inspiring fashion, USF aims to address food sovereignty while combatting desertification, 

erosion, and climate change. This exciting project is an important example of how TWS is 

supporting existing community-led efforts to access ecologically sound, culturally appropriate 

foods while improving the resilience of public lands. 
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4. Investigate solutions and research the intersectional relationships between 

community land loss, environmental degradation, and food sovereignty. 

The intersectional relationships between environmental protection, land loss, and food 

sovereignty were a recurring theme during our community engagement. For example, we spoke 

with Gullah Geechee community members who have lost thousands of acres of coastal land to 

developers in the Carolinas. The Gullah Geechee community has resided on these lands since 

their ancestors were enslaved and forced to work for nearby plantation owners. Unfortunately, 

developers have recently capitalized on inequitable land tenure laws such as Heir’s Property to 

buy huge swathes of land and price out Gullah Geechee community members. The developers 

are now paving small farms that have grown traditional foods for Gullah Geechee community 

members for decades and clear-cutting forested land to build high rise hotels. This harrowing 

narrative demonstrates how environmental protection, food sovereignty, and land tenure are 

interrelated. The Wilderness Society has an opportunity to collaborate with 

communities to establish policy and program initiatives that prevent widespread 

development of well-preserved lands and ecosystems. 

 

5. Include access to food distribution as an argument for more public parks and 

facilitate government food distribution on public lands. 

Governments often require public parks to be used as food distribution points across the US, 

however, public parks are often scarce and physically distant from at-risk communities. 

Additionally, a community organization representative in LA informed us that public parks fail 

to prioritize scheduling regular food pickups. As such, at-risk community members must travel 

long distances to access public park food pickups on an irregular schedule to feed their families. 

TWS has an opportunity to turn this problem into a priority for the Urban to Wild team. 

Equitable access to public parks and food sovereignty are interrelated because public parks are 

government-designated food pickup points. TWS must include this unfortunate reality in 

advocacy for increased access to public parks. 

TWS should also explore policy levers to facilitate food distribution on public lands. 

Governments require the use of public parks for food distribution, but do not appear to be 

adequately supporting public parks in the administration of food distribution programs. Public 

parks can be an important part of the solution to food sovereignty challenges in urban areas, and 

food pickups offer an important opportunity for public lands to serve a reciprocal role in the 

community and build Critical Mass. TWS should investigate the role of public lands as food 

distribution points and include access to food distribution as an argument for increasing access 

to public parks. 
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6. Support community-led food and agroforestry revitalization on public lands 

TWS should support community endeavors to grow healthy, culturally appropriate, ecologically 

sound foods on public lands. For example, The Well at Oxon Run in DC took 1 acre of public 

land in DC and transformed it into an educational center that provides free, culturally 

appropriate, ecologically sound food in the middle of a food desert community. Mudtown Farms 

is a similar community-led food revitalization project on public land in Los Angeles that was 

funded by organizations such as the Trust for Public Land.   

Community-led food revitalization projects on public lands support communities, pollinators, 

sequester carbon, combat erosion, create jobs, and connect individuals to public lands. The Well 

and Mudtown Farms demonstrate the potential for public lands to strengthen underserved 

communities and combat food apartheid. TWS has an opportunity to help communities uplift 

themselves and rejuvenate public lands by supporting similar projects through policy advocacy 

and grant funding. 

It is important to note that these public lands were not bastions of biodiversity destroyed by 

community-led agriculture. The photo of public land across the street from Mudtown Farms in 

the case study below gives an idea of the previous state of this formerly neglected piece of public 

land. Similarly, the public land that became The Well was a field of grass that was regularly 

mowed by DC park maintenance. Now, The Well and Mudtown Farms grow a variety of plants 

and flowers that support pollinators, wildlife, and humans alike. 

TWS should advocate for policy and fund community-led initiatives that protect food 

sovereignty and revitalize public lands. 

 

Case Study: Mudtown Farms in South Central Los Angeles 

Mudtown Farms (MF) is an inspiring example of how governments, communities, and 

organizations can collaborate to revitalize public lands into inspiring, productive pillars of the 

community. 

Public land across the street from Mudtown Farmsxlvii 
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Flowers in bloom on public land at Mudtown Farmsxlviii 

MF is an urban agricultural park on public land in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. The 

farm was founded by the Watts Labor Community Action Committee and grassroots partners. 

MF was supported by $5 million in grant funding from the City of Los Angeles Proposition K, 

California State Parks Proposition 84, and the Trust for Public Land. 

The Watts neighborhood is classified as a food desert by the USDAxlix, and MF is directly 

adjacent to Section 8 Public Housing. MF has become a pillar of this at-risk community by 

providing access to local food, recreational paths, fitness equipment, a community center, and 

educational facilities. 

The two photos above demonstrate the contrast between MF and adjacent public lands. MF is 

helping to feed the local community, offering a community gathering space, and contributing 

important ecosystem services. The adjacent plot of land is an erosion risk, a flood risk, lacks any 

habitat, and does not support the community (among other issues). 

The stark contrast between these two neighboring public land plots represents the 

opportunity for TWS to support community efforts and revitalize public lands 

through targeted policy advocacy and grants. 
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Policy-specific recommendations 
This section details existing and future policy opportunities related to food 

sovereignty and conservation in food systems. 

“The area where we have the least amount of capacity is policy.” 

-Community organization leader in Los Angeles 

 

1. Support the Native Farm Bill Coalition (NFBC) priorities and support more NFBC 

roundtables nationwide. 

 

This recommendation is particularly urgent because the hearings for the 2023 

Farm Bill have already begun. TWS must act quickly to meaningfully support 2023 Farm 

Bill advocacy driven by Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations. 
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NFBC has done unparalleled work across the US to gather the perspectives of Tribal Nations and 

Indigenous communities regarding the Farm Bill. TWS staff helped to organize NFBC 

roundtables in Alaska to understand the priorities of Indigenous communities and Tribal 

Nations in that region. Supporting the policy priorities that emerged from NFBC’s nationwide 

roundtables is the next logical step for TWS. 

Some of the best ways that these big green organizations can 

facilitate is by leveraging their relationships with policy makers 

and creating space and a seat at the table for Tribes or Tribal 

organizations to have their needs and issues elevated. 

 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 

TWS has an opportunity to be a better ally to Tribal Nations and Indigenous communities by 

advocating for NFBC priorities in the Conservation title of the Farm Bill. These NFBC priorities 

align with TWS goals and address important environmental challenges. The Native Farm Bill 

Coalition is also advocating for crucial policy reform that can form a foundation for a system of 

Indigenous protected areas across the United States. TWS should advocate for NFBC priorities 

in the 2023 Farm Bill and support more NFBC roundtables in the future to form more reciprocal 

partnerships with Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations and address environmental 

challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



49 
 

2. Advocate for increased funding and support equitable reform in government 

programs that help to achieve landscape-level conservation 

USDA conservation programs enable individuals to profitably implement sustainable practices 

on public and private land that protect our lands and waters. USDA programs such as the 

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) and Environmental Quality Incentives Program 

(EQIP) provide people with the necessary training and funding to protect our lands and waters. 

Many other important conservation programs exist under the Conservation title in the Farm 

Bill. These programs have well-established positive environmental impacts across both public 

and private lands. However, these USDA conservation programs are underfunded 

(only 30% of EQIP applicants received funding from 2010-2020) and have equity 

issues that limit access (only 1% of producers of color received EQIP and CSP 

funding in 2020).l The underfunding and inequitable distribution of these programs 

perpetuates systemic racism and limits their potential positive environmental outcomes on 

public and private lands. TWS should advocate for increased funding and equity reform for 

USDA conservation programs.  
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Importantly, participants in our Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable also highlighted 

culturally insensitive practices that prevent conservation funding access for Indigenous 

communities and Tribal Nations. For example, the Land and Water Conservation Fund requires 

that the land become a public recreation space in perpetuity- a clear affront to Tribal 

Sovereignty. Participants expressed a desire for self-governance and self-determination 

regarding conservation funding for Indigenous communities and Tribal Nations. 

Many of the participants in our roundtables also noted the excessive complications of many of 

these programs. Small farmers often cannot bear the administrative and financial burden of 

incorporating practices that protect wild places. TWS has an opportunity to achieve widespread 

environmental benefits while supporting market access for sustainable farming communities by 

advocating for access reform in USDA conservation programs. If larger numbers of sustainable 

farmers can afford to implement environmentally friendly practices, more lands (both public 

and private) and species will be protected. 

 

3. Advocate for policies that support carbon sequestration on public grazing lands 

Grazing occurs on hundreds of millions of acres of US public land, and nearly half of Bureau of 

Land Management land is open for grazing.li TWS has an opportunity to reduce emissions on 

public lands and support rural economies by advocating for policies that incentivize carbon 

sequestering grazing practices on public lands. Many of these policies are referred to as “soil 

health” programs, because of the co-benefit of improving soil quality that is associated with 

carbon sequestration. 

There are several policy approaches to this issue, including: 

• Developing nation-wide soil carbon sequestration markets and 

measurement protocols 

• Federal matching grants for soil health programs 

• Increasing incentives for soil carbon sequestration practices on public 

grazing lands 

• Offering crop insurance discounts for soil carbon sequestration practices on 

public lands 

The Growing Climate Solutions Act (GCSA), signed into law by President Joe Biden in the 2023 

omnibus spending package, is an important example of the bipartisan support that exists for 

agricultural carbon sequestration policy. GCSA facilitates access to voluntary carbon markets 

and incentivizes climate-smart grazing practices on public and private lands. The bill was 

created with bipartisan support and was introduced by Sen. Mike Braun (R-Ind.), Sen. Debbie 

Stabenow (D-Mich.), and Rep. Abigail Spanberger (D-Va.). The bill maintained bipartisan 

support during the legislative process because it supports rural economies and reduces 

greenhouse gas emissions, two key TWS priorities. TWS should explore policy levers that 

increase carbon sequestration grazing practices on public lands. 
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4. Support self-determination reform in the Food Distribution Program on Indian 

Reservations (FDPIR) 

FDPIR is an important program that many Indigenous communities rely upon to feed their 

families, and inclusion of traditional foods in these distribution boxes can be a powerful 

argument for protection of wild places. Many of the traditional foods that Indigenous 

communities and Tribal Nations want to include in FDPIR boxes require large, protected 

landscapes to be sustainably accessible. Nationwide protection of public lands is 

necessary to provide sustainable access to traditional foods and medicines. 

“Ensuring sustainable subsistence food harvest opportunities 

means managing the entire food system. We are stewards of the 

ecosystem, and we are in relation with the ecosystem.” 

 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 
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TWS previously engaged in this work in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge by supporting Tribal 

Nation efforts to protect a sacred Porcupine Caribou birthing ground. TWS can be a better ally 

by taking the next step and supporting Tribal Nation advocacy to include traditional foods and 

medicines in FDPIR boxes and, by extension, the protection of traditional food species and their 

habitats nationwide. Tribes will only be able to include traditional foods in these boxes if TWS 

helps to protect the wild places where these species live.  

Historically, the USDA has maintained control over the contents of food boxes and has failed to 

allow Tribal Nations to access healthy, culturally appropriate, ecologically sound food through 

these boxes. However, Tribal Nations have already succeeded in the creation of a self-

determination pilot program for FDPIR. The pilot program gives Tribal Nations more authority 

over the contents of these boxes, however, it is not a permanent program and participants 

expressed desire for more autonomy over the vendors and contents of the food boxes. TWS 

should support this Tribal-led initiative for FDPIR self-determination reform to 

foster a more reciprocal relationship with Tribal Nations and center community 

priorities in the protection of wild places. 

5. Advocate for the Justice for Black Farmers Act (JFBFA) 
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JFBFA was introduced by U.S. Senators Cory Booker (D-NJ), Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), and 

Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) in 2020, and aims to address historical inequities that have led to 

land loss and diminished Black agricultural participation.  

Among many crucial components, JFBFA provides several conservation-related opportunities. 

First, JFBFA forms a Farm Conservation Corps wherein young adults from socially 

disadvantaged communities will be provided with the skills necessary to pursue sustainable 

agricultural careers. Participants in the Farm Conservation Corps program will have priority for 

land grants following their service. JFBFA also calls for the creation of an Equity 

Commission and an independent civil rights oversight board to end discriminatory 

practices at the USDA that are limiting access to conservation funding. The Act also 

increases funding for the Conservation Stewardship Program and the Rural Energy for America 

Program- two key programs for tackling excess emissions and conserving US lands and waters. 

“There are clear racist USDA policies and practices that are 

hurting our community.” 

-Roundtable participant 

JFBFA also supports biocultural restoration. 87% of BIPOC farmers said that one of their farm’s 

“primary purposes for existing is engaging in conservation or regeneration”, and 74% of BIPOC 

farmers said that “anti-racism work or promoting healing from white supremacy”.lii TWS has 

an opportunity to uplift new conservation leaders and address pressing 

environmental challenges by supporting the JFBFA. 

 

6. Support the Agriculture Resilience Act 

The Agriculture Resilience Act (ARA), written by Rep. Chellie Pingree (D-ME), targets the 

relationship between climate and agriculture and aims to achieve net zero agricultural emissions 

by 2040. Many of the sweeping changes proposed in the ARA have direct impacts on public 

lands. ARA contains a series of reforms designed to: 

• prevent land use change 

• increase carbon sequestration 

• reduce GHG emissions 

• increase funding for research and extension 

• boost renewable energy on farms 

• reduce food waste by 75% and redirect excess food to at-risk communities to avoid 

methane emissions 

TWS should support the ARA because it is community focused and supports key 

organizational goals such as 30x30, Net Zero public lands, full funding for 

conservation, and the protection of mature and old growth forests. 
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Program structure recommendations 
 

What is the role for TWS in the food sovereignty space? 

Much of the work in the food sovereignty space is being led by community members and Tribal 

Nations. Therefore, TWS should be wary of “creating noise” that can pull attention away from 

community-led efforts. However, TWS has national influence, policy expertise, scientists, a 

communications team, an understanding of funding systems, technical capacity, and the ability 

to elevate community and Tribal Nation leaders. Therefore, TWS should be an ally, 

supporter, and advocate instead of an agenda driver in the food sovereignty space. 

In practice, this means that TWS should help to connect leaders together and support their 

collective efforts both logistically and financially. Elevating community and Tribal Nation leader 

voices to policymakers is key in driving systems change. Hosting roundtables to facilitate 

connections between community leaders helps to support food sovereignty and achieve its 

associated environmental benefits. As an organization, TWS must trust in the expertise and 

capabilities of community partners and Tribal Nations to make self-determined decisions, and 

TWS should support the resulting decisions. 

How does this work fit into TWS structure?  

Food sovereignty is tied most directly to the Community-led Conservation team because 

community engagement is essential to determine community priorities that guide the work. 

Ultimately, community engagement will yield food sovereignty policy priorities for the 

Government Relations team. Additionally, food sovereignty engagement can help to build and 

strengthen partnerships for the Urban to Wild, Rural Communities, and Native Lands 

Partnership teams, among others. In terms of Results Teams, this work fits most directly into 

the scope of the Equitable Benefits and 30x30 teams, however, it also supports the achievement 

of Critical Mass. Food sovereignty is a top-of-mind issue for TWS partners and can be a crucial 

tool in meaningful allyship that will yield deeper, reciprocal relationships that uplift 

communities while achieving environmental protection. 

Food sovereignty is an intersectional issue that addresses many priorities across 

several teams at TWS. As such, food sovereignty is a model for intersectional work that 

builds internal bridges between siloed teams at TWS. For instance, food sovereignty is equally 

important to both rural and urban communities, and public lands provide food species and land 

to produce food in both urban and rural communities. Food sovereignty can be a bridge between 

urban and rural teams within TWS to foster collaboration and innovative solutions that span 

this divide internally and externally. The intersectionality of food sovereignty work necessitates 

collaboration across silos and can be a model for nurturing collaboration between seemingly 

disconnected teams at TWS. 
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Food sovereignty touches on several established TWS priorities, including: 

1. Partner with Indigenous communities in at least 6 key landscapes to create new 

conservation models and secure new national policies (such as protections of sacred sites 

and cultural areas and co-management on public lands) as a foundation for a system of 

indigenous protected areas. 

2. Establish a net-zero emissions policy for all federal public lands. 

3. Engage in legislative and executive actions at the local, state, and federal levels that 

support economic transition in rural communities and rural prosperity. 

4. Secure a resilient, continental network of landscapes on a path to 30x30. 

5. Advance policies, plans and projects for the protection and restoration of mature and old 

growth forests at regional, state, and local level as part of a landscape conservation 

strategy. 

6. Drive local and national policy innovation to ensure inclusive, just public land decision-

making. 

7. Develop and strengthen local, state, and federal laws and policies that transform 

conservation practice and deliver more equitable outcomes for communities that have 

been historically excluded from and/or bearing disproportionate and negative impacts 

due to government actions. 

8. Invest in new conservation leaders through meaningful partnerships and innovative 

funding projects that build capacity at emerging organizations giving voice to historically 

excluded communities. 

 

Staffing recommendations 

Many existing TWS staff and contractors are engaged in food sovereignty work. However, TWS 

lacks a central strategy and framework to ensure that this work is carried out respectfully and 

effectively.  

Funding for one full-time staff member is necessary to efficiently build a strategy and framework 

for meaningful TWS engagement. This staff member would work closely with the CLC, NLP, 

Landscape/Regional, and GR teams to build a coherent TWS approach and outcomes for food 

sovereignty work that protect wild places, uplift culture, and build reciprocal partnerships. 

Additionally, diversity in staffing is key to forming partnerships with diverse communities. The 

BIPOC communities that were a focus of this report expressed distrust with the environmental 

movement associated with systemic racism. Hiring staff members that understand these issues 

on a personal level helps to drive systems change and form deeper partnerships. 

“If The Wilderness Society is interested in working [with 

Indigenous peoples] they need to bring on Native staff.” 

 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 
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Conclusion 

The Wilderness Society has worked on geographically diverse food sovereignty initiatives for 

many years. Past TWS food sovereignty initiatives include efforts to protect caribou in the 

Arctic, ramps in the Southeast, fund food hubs in Idaho and Albuquerque, and finance a 

community food forest anti-desertification project in Southern California. Food sovereignty is a 

top-of-mind issue for communities and coordinating TWS food sovereignty efforts under a 

central framework will improve organizational reciprocity and efficacy moving forward. TWS 

has an opportunity to center food sovereignty work in reciprocal partnership 

building efforts that protect wild places and simultaneously uplift community 

efforts. 

This report focuses on highlighting BIPOC food sovereignty priorities to inform TWS program 

and policy initiatives. The community engagement in this report revealed several opportunities 

and themes that should inform TWS engagement moving forward. Although this report 

intentionally focuses on BIPOC communities, the methods and approach outlined in this report 

should be applied to all TWS partners, including rural white communities. Community and 

Tribal Nation priorities must drive this work. Continued community engagement is 

necessary to expand and reassess TWS food sovereignty priorities. 

Reciprocal partnership building and new conservation approaches 

“Too many nonprofits think about their organization first. The 

leaders think about their interests first- not thinking about why 

they are there in the first place.” 

-Roundtable participant 

Food sovereignty is an intersectional issue that bridges many geographical, 

cultural, and racial divides and can help TWS build more reciprocal partnerships 

nationwide. Many food sovereignty challenges overlap with TWS organizational priorities 

because public lands provide important foods and food systems are one of the biggest resource 

users on the planet. Food sovereignty conservation work helps to build a critical mass of people 

that support public lands protection by centering community priorities in public lands 

protection efforts. TWS has an opportunity to find intersections between conservation and food 

sovereignty that help to preserve culture while addressing important environmental challenges. 

Centering community priorities helps to strengthen existing partnerships and brings new 

partners to the table. Over the course of this project, we formed new relationships with several 

partners that we were initially informed would never engage with a conservation organization. 

Food sovereignty strengthens partnership building because it is a bridge issue that 

protects wild places by prioritizing community needs. 
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The intersectionality of food sovereignty can also build internal bridges within TWS that help 

break down organizational silos. For instance, food sovereignty is a priority in both rural and 

urban communities, and public lands provide food species and land for food production in both 

regions. Collaboration between internal teams focused on urban and rural communities is 

essential to develop resilient food sovereignty initiatives that carry positive impacts for 

communities and the environment. Food sovereignty work stimulates intersectional 

collaboration and deeper partnerships between organizational silos and supports 

the development of inclusive initiatives. 

Food sovereignty also offers an opportunity for TWS to address systemic issues in the 

conservation field. Conservation organizations have historically failed to prioritize 

community needs, and this failure was a central theme of the community 

engagement for this report. Participants discussed feeling ignored and subjugated by 

environmental organizations and expressed distrust and resentment towards the conservation 

movement as a result. The conventional conservation approach does not build a critical mass of 

people because it does not focus on people. Food sovereignty work achieves important 

land protection goals by supporting and uplifting community priorities. TWS can 

build more reciprocal partnerships and address systemic issues in conservation by engaging in 

food sovereignty initiatives that place community priorities at the center of land protection 

efforts. 

 

Equitable access and food sovereignty 

Access is a cornerstone of food sovereignty work, and this section explains how 

community perspectives on access drove the recommendations in this report. 

 “Access” was the most used word during our community engagement. The most common words 

associated with “access” were “equitable”, “food”, and “funding” in the NVivo analysis of our 

community engagement. Meaningful food sovereignty conservation work necessitates a focus on 

equitable access. 

Access to government conservation funding programs 

Access to government conservation funding programs was a consistent topic across all 

community engagement. Participants stressed the need for equity and flexibility in government 

funding programs. One participant stated: “There are too many complicated programs 

with excessive administrative burden for USDA funding that hurts small, Black-

owned farms”. Participants in the Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable echoed these 

sentiments and remarked: “We are missing out on opportunities when grants impose 

extensive restrictions and reporting”. The community perspectives regarding limited 

access to government conservation funding are supported by data. Only 1% of producers of 

color received Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and 

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) funding in 2020.liii  
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Furthermore, many Indigenous traditional, ecological, knowledge-based conservation practices 

that support food sovereignty are not recognized in government conservation funding programs. 

Similarly, culturally insensitive requirements for government conservation funding (such as the 

Land and Water Conservation Fund’s requirement to open the land for public recreation in 

perpetuity) undermine Tribal Sovereignty. TWS has an opportunity to be a better ally 

and protect wild places by supporting existing efforts by Indigenous communities 

and Tribal Nations to improve equitable access to government conservation 

funding. 

“The grant givers are asking for too much. We don’t have any staff 

and are trying to work through requirements. We are missing out 

on opportunities when grants impose extensive restrictions and 

reporting.” 

-Indigenous food sovereignty roundtable participant 

Aside from the equity issues, USDA conservation programs are underfunded and cannot meet 

demand- only 30% of EQIP applicants received funding from 2010-2020.liv EQIP and 

CSP are two flagship nationwide USDA conservation programs that fund important 

environmental protection work on public and private lands. EQIP, CSP, and other USDA 

conservation programs address important TWS goals such as 30x30, Net Zero Public Lands, 

forest protection, and wildlife corridor development. Participants noted similar funding access 

issues across dozens of government conservation funding programs. TWS should support 

increased funding and equitable access to USDA conservation programs that 

contribute to regenerative economies and protect wild places. 

87% of young BIPOC farmers said that one of their farm’s “primary purposes for existing is 

engaging in conservation or regeneration”.lv TWS should support BIPOC community efforts to 

regenerate the land by advocating for policy reform that improves equitable access to USDA 

conservation funding. 

Food access 

Many food access concerns raised by community engagement participants are directly related to 

the health and protection of public lands. Community-driven food access solutions have direct 

impacts on internal TWS results including Equitable Benefits and Regenerative Economies. 

Food access is a top concern across the US, and TWS has an opportunity to address food access 

and improve environmental outcomes by supporting inspiring community-led initiatives. 

For example, Indigenous traditional foods and medicines are a central piece of Indigenous 

culture, and sustainable access to traditional foods and medicines relies upon the protection of 

wild places. Community engagement participants stressed the importance of sustainable access 

to traditional foods on public lands to the physical and cultural well-being of Indigenous 

communities. Furthermore, traditional foods and medicines are an important part of creating a 

nationwide system of Indigenous protected areas, and current practices on public lands (such as 

injecting dye to prevent ginseng harvesting in Great Smoky Mountains National Park) are 
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culturally destructive. Uplifting existing efforts to protect traditional foods and 

medicines enables TWS to pursue more reciprocal relationships with Indigenous 

communities and Tribal Nations by centering community priorities in the pursuit 

of protecting wild places. 

Communities are also driving the revitalization of public lands in underserved areas nationwide 

to address food access issues. The Well at Oxon Run in Washington, DC and Mudtown Farms in 

Los Angeles transformed neglected plots of public land into food sources, educational centers, 

gathering places, and a haven for pollinators. These community-led initiatives were made 

possible by a favorable policy environment and grants from organizations such as the Trust for 

Public Land. Building a diverse, critical mass of people to support public lands protection 

requires innovative and reciprocal uses of public lands. These small, sustainable community-led 

public land revitalization projects represent an opportunity for neglected public lands to have a 

more reciprocal relationship with the surrounding community. TWS should support 

community-led initiatives to grow and distribute food sustainably on public land. 

Food sovereignty conservation work addresses pressing environmental challenges by supporting 

and uplifting community priorities. TWS has an opportunity to protect the environment and 

build reciprocal relationships that foster a critical mass of people in support of protecting wild 

places by engaging more deeply at the intersection of conservation and food sovereignty. 

 

Gaps in assessment 

This work was limited by several factors. First, the work is limited by capacity. More staff 

working on this issue could result in a greater depth and detail of research. Limited capacity 

impairs the efficacy and reciprocity of food sovereignty work. Food sovereignty is an 

intersectional issue that is a principal concern for TWS partners across the United States, and 

increased internal capacity will help to build a diverse, critical mass of public lands protection 

advocates. 

Additional research is required into specific regional / landscape food sovereignty conservation 

priorities because food sovereignty is not a monolithic idea. Different communities approach 

food sovereignty in different ways. Geographic diversity is key in amplifying the effectiveness of 

this work, and this report only scratches the surface of food sovereignty conservation 

opportunities across the US. 

Additionally, further research is required into specific policy initiatives that can uplift 

communities and drive public lands protection. TWS should support the development of policy 

expertise at the intersection of conservation and justice to support public lands protection and 

community priorities simultaneously. 

An Afro-Indigenous climate collaborative prompted this scope of work, and there is an 

intentional focus on BIPOC communities in this report. We also wanted to prioritize BIPOC 

communities in this scope of work to create new conservation paradigms. However, many of the 

principles and programs discussed in the report should be expanded to other communities to 



60 
 

develop resilient, inclusive, and nationally relevant strategies. More research is needed to 

understand food sovereignty priorities across the United States and their intersections with 

public lands protection. 

 

Next steps 

 

1. Follow up with communities and Tribal Nations to share report outcomes 

Conservation organizations have a reputation for “helicoptering in”, extracting information from 

communities, and leaving without making any significant changes. TWS must deliberately have 

ongoing relationships with partners and incorporate community feedback into food sovereignty 

work. Sharing the outcomes of this report and asking for feedback is a crucial first step towards 

ensuring that we understand priorities accurately and maintain relationships based on 

transparency and respect. 

 

2. Work with regional and landscape Directors to determine priorities across the 

United States 

Community partners in each landscape are key in driving this work because they understand 

what food sovereignty means in their own region. TWS must identify community leaders, 

coordinate efforts with them, facilitate connections between them, and uplift their priorities. 

This work must be completed on a community-by-community basis. There is no one single 

approach to food sovereignty work and each community and Tribal Nation has 

different priorities. As such, TWS must rely on the expertise of community leaders to drive 

regional strategy in this space. 

 

3.  Advocate for the policies outlined in the recommendations to elevate community 

solutions and explore new policy opportunities as they arise 

Many of the policy recommendations in this report are time-sensitive and require fast decision-

making to allow time for meaningful advocacy. For example, TWS must support Native Farm 

Bill Coalition priorities now to have any meaningful impact on 2023 Farm Bill negotiations. 

Policy advocacy is critical to drive the systems change desired by our community engagement 

participants. TWS has the national influence and resources that many community partners lack. 
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As such, TWS should work to elevate the voices and priorities of community leaders to 

policymakers and drive change. Policy advocacy is a key piece of true allyship. 

“The area where we have the least amount of capacity is policy.” 

-Community organization leader in Los Angeles 

It is important to note that this is a new, evolving space and therefore the policies to fix these 

issues are also rapidly shifting. TWS has a responsibility to elevate community voices to 

policymakers and ensure community perspectives shape the evolution of these policies. 

 

4. Create an iterative process to reassess strategy and hold more community 

gatherings 

Continued roundtables and interviews are part of the ongoing process designed to improve TWS 

engagement food sovereignty. Community engagement is not a “one and done” 

process. TWS cannot assume that all community priorities have been established forevermore 

through the community engagement detailed in this report. Meaningful food sovereignty 

engagement is dependent upon establishing timely, relevant community priorities. The 

roundtables and interviews for this report collected many community perspectives, but these 

priorities are constantly shifting. The logic model in the Methods section shows how this process 

can become iterative and circular to include community priorities. 

 

 
The Wilderness Society must continue to find 

community-driven priorities at the intersection of 

conservation and justice to center community well-

being in the pursuit of the protection of wild places. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Word Clouds from the 3 roundtables side-by-side: 
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Appendix B: Agendas for the virtual roundtables 
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Appendix C: Free, Prior, Informed Consent Form for Indigenous Roundtable 
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Appendix D: Examples of Interview Questions: 

What does Food and Land Sovereignty (FLS) mean to you?  

Have you/ your members been impacted by Heirs’ Property law?  

What are the impacts of Heir’s Property on your operation?  

What institutional problems exist regarding FLS?  

What opportunities exist to improve food access and conservation?  

What policies or practices could help you succeed?  

What conservation programs do you use within the USDA?  

Have you considered using the Conservation Stewardship Program?  

What can the USDA do better to help your operation?  

What are the biggest institutional challenges you face in your operation?  

What other groups should we connect with?  

Would you be willing to participate in a focus group discussion on FLS? 
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