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Abstract 
Part case study, part reflective essay, this paper 
examines questions of place and scale in relation-
ship to local food initiatives and, in particular, 
institutional procurement. A recent emphasis on 
“place-based” rather than “local” food systems 
presents an opportunity to ask, What would local 
food look like here? The Canadian province of 
Alberta is a unique place defined by a set of 
geographical, historical, and cultural relationships 
and connections around food. Through the case of 
the Alberta Flavour Learning Lab (Alberta 
Flavour), an institutional procurement initiative 

focused on “scaling up” local food, we discuss how 
an increased emphasis on context and place acti-
vates strategic directions for thinking about food 
system change. We consider Alberta Flavour as a 
site of strategic localism that involves actively craft-
ing a scale of local food that functions within a 
particular context. Rather than reinforcing divides 
between conventional and alternative food systems, 
Alberta Flavour interfaces between the broader 
values of the local food movement and the current 
realities of Alberta’s agri-food landscape and cul-
ture. We argue that the initiative’s hybrid and prag-
matic approach to “getting more local food on 
more local plates,” while not radical, nonetheless 
contributes to positive food system change through 
“transformative incrementalism” (Buchan, 
Cloutier, & Friedman, in press). 
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Introduction 
When people think about the “local” in “local 
food,” they tend to think about proximity—the 
geographical distance between field and fork. The 
“100-mile diet” and the “food mile,” for example, 
capture this location-based understanding of local 
food. As the name suggests, local food initiatives 
are defined largely by efforts to decrease food 
miles, increase local capacity and economic bene-
fits, and improve food security. Such localization 
efforts are commonly understood, whether explic-
itly or not, as political—a response to an unsustain-
able and globalized food system defined by heavy 
reliance on agrochemicals, fossil fuels, cheap labor, 
and mobility of products and capital in the global 
marketplace. This has resulted in a global versus 
local food imaginary that continues to frame belief 
and action for many in the food movement. Dis-
cussing the U.S. context, Dupuis and Goodman 
(2005) note that a “normative localism places a set 
of pure, conflict-free local values and local knowl-
edges in resistance to anomic and contradictory 
capitalist forces” (p. 359). Indeed, “local” has 
become more or less synonymous with resistance. 
  However, this tidy global versus local political 
imaginary fails to map onto the complexity and 
messiness of contemporary life. The assumption 
that localizing food systems necessarily represents a 
social and ecological good against the evils of glob-
alization has been described by Born and Purcell 
(2006) as a “trap.” This is not to deny or diminish 
the potential value of localizing food systems, but 
rather to acknowledge the myriad factors that must 
be considered when evaluating the politics of any 
scale of food system (Fraser, 2010; Harvey, 1996; 
Hinrichs, 2003; Mansfield, 2005). For example, 
well-intended local boosterism may result in a 
“defensive localism” that blinds itself to the plight 
of people and places on the margins.  
 A recent turn towards talk of both regional and 
place-based rather than local food systems presents 
an opportunity to reflect on the commonly 

 
1 Wenger (2015) defines communities of practice as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and 
learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.”  
2 Members of Alberta Flavour include Northlands Agriculture Society, Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, Alberta Health Services, 
Covenant Health, the City of Edmonton, Shaw Conference Centre, Erdmann’s Gardens and Greenhouses, the University of Alberta, 
Northern Alberta Institute of Technology, MacEwan University, Aramark, Sysco, and Gordon Food Services. 

assumed link between local and sustainable, and 
invites us to ask how an increased emphasis on 
context and place might activate new and produc-
tive directions for thinking about food systems and 
political possibility. We take the idea of “place-
based” as an invitation to reflect theoretically on 
the relationship between food, scale, and place, 
with a focus on the western Canadian province of 
Alberta. In particular, we look at the case of the 
Alberta Flavour Learning Lab (Alberta Flavour), a 
community of practice1 formed in 2014 in the 
Edmonton Metropolitan Region, focused on scal-
ing up institutional local food procurement 
(Alberta Flavour, n.d.). The initiative is the only 
one of its kind in the province, involving a diverse 
group of participants,2 including institutional food 
buyers, distributors, processors, producers, retail-
ers, researchers, and government representatives 
(Beckie, Hedberg, & Radies, 2019). The members 
of Alberta Flavour convene around the shared goal 
of creating “a positive community impact by get-
ting more local food on more local plates” (Beckie 
et al., 2019, p. 157) through scaling up institutional 
local food procurement. 
 The goal of institutional procurement is to lev-
erage the purchasing power of anchor institutions, 
such as hospitals and schools, in order to generate 
new economies of scale that create benefits 
throughout the local supply chain and the wider 
community (Beckie et al., 2019; Friedmann, 2007; 
Reynolds & Hunter, 2017). Institutional procure-
ment initiatives exist, however, in a somewhat 
ambiguous space between conventional and trans-
formative food systems, leaving some scholars ask-
ing how much of an alternative they really offer 
(Allen & Guthman, 2006; DeLind, 2011). In the 
spirit of “reflexive localism” (DuPuis & Goodman, 
2005), we consider Alberta Flavour as a “key case” 
(Thomas, 2011) that illustrates some of the debates 
and tensions involved in scaling up local food. 
Rather than something to be avoided or casually 
glossed over, we pursue these apparent tensions 
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and contradictions as an opportunity for critical 
reflection and productive self-critique.  
 As regular participants in Alberta Flavour, we 
are uniquely positioned to reflect on the origins 
and development of the initiative. The second 
author, a sustainable agriculture and food studies 
scholar at the University of Alberta, has been affili-
ated with Alberta Flavour since its inception in 
2014. She has been directly involved in conducting 
research on this evolving community of practice, 
including the annual measurement and evaluation 
of institutional local food purchases, as well as 
overseeing the development of web and social 
media presence for the initiative. The first author, a 
Ph.D. candidate in sociology at the University of 
Alberta, has worked as a research intern with 
Alberta Flavour since 2017. His role has involved 
profiling local food initiatives, managing social 
media accounts, and developing web content. 
 We consider Alberta Flavour a particular scal-
ing and emplacement of local food that, through its 
focus on institutional procurement throughout a 
politically delineated territory, aims to scale up the 
benefits of local food through forging strategic alli-
ances. In addition, we reflect on Alberta Flavour as 
a re-negotiating of Alberta’s place image where 
large-scale, export- oriented industrial agriculture, 
and in particular Alberta beef, has been dominant. 
Considering place as process rather than container 
(Harvey, 1996; Massey, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2004), 
we examine Alberta Flavour as a site of relational 
place-making (Pierce, Martin, & Murphy, 2011) in 
which understandings of Alberta food are reconfig-
ured through an interfacing with Alberta’s existing 
food system and cultural mythos.  
 In what follows, we outline the methods used 
for our analysis before turning to an interdiscipli-
nary discussion of place and scale in relation to 
local food. Employing a constructivist analytical 
framework marked by an emphasis on the pro-
cesses by which place and scale are continually 
made and remade, we consider Alberta Flavour as 
a strategic intervention into Alberta’s unique local 
food landscape. We go on to consider the politics 
of up-scaling, to address critiques of institutional 
procurement, and to complicate distinctions 
between conventional and alternative food systems. 
We conclude by situating Alberta Flavour’s efforts 

as an example of transformative incrementalism 
(Buchan et al., in press), presenting the initiative’s 
policy of scaling up through the development of 
cross-sector alliances and ambivalent messaging as 
a tactic towards the goal of broader food system 
change.  

Methods 
This paper draws on the methodological approach 
of self-ethnography (Alvesson, 2003) to study a key 
case: the scaling-up of local food in Alberta. As 
Thomas (2011) writes, “the key-ness…of the case 
is manifested in its capacity to exemplify the analyt-
ical object of the inquiry” (p. 514). Alberta Flavour 
is a novel local food initiative in the province, but 
one that also represents a broader trend of scaling 
up local food through institutional procurement 
occurring across North America (Fitch & Santo, 
2016; Reynolds & Hunter, 2017). 
 Our positionality as participants in Alberta 
Flavour has given us privileged access to our case. 
We recognize that our involvement in the group 
inevitably shapes our analysis, both in ways we are 
conscious of and ways we are not. While we are 
aware of the methodological challenges that come 
with insider research (Alvesson, 2003; Bourke, 
2014; Brannick & Coghlan, 2007), we see it as not 
only a valid approach, but one particularly well-
suited to the aims of this paper. Outlining some 
advantages of self-study, Alvesson (2003) writes, 
“self-ethnography may develop reflexivity in rela-
tion to one’s own organizational practice, thus 
combining theory and practice, and transcend the 
border between doing research and being an organ-
izational member in other capacities” (p. 189). We 
use this paper as an opportunity to reflect on and 
develop knowledge about Alberta Flavour as a re-
scaling and placing of local food in Alberta, while 
at the same time working in other capacities to 
support the initiative’s goals. 
 We make no claims of impartiality or objectiv-
ity in this analysis. On the contrary, we consider 
our investment and ongoing participation in 
Alberta Flavour as not only a primary motivation 
for our research but a methodological strength 
(Alvesson, 2003). Self-ethnography rejects many of 
the criteria of traditional ethnography (Alvesson, 
2003). According to Alvesson (2003): 
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Self-ethnography is a study and a text in which 
the researcher-author describes a cultural set-
ting to which s/he has a ‘natural access’, is an 
active participant, more or less on equal terms 
with other participants”…The researcher then 
works and/or lives in the setting and then uses 
the experiences, knowledge and access to em-
pirical material for research purposes. (p. 174) 

 While some may see our closeness to our 
research subject as invalidating (Morse, 1998), such 
views have come under increasing criticism (Alves-
son, 2003; Attia & Edge, 2017; Brannick & Cogh-
lan, 2007). No researcher can observe from an 
Archimedean point outside of a subjective posi-
tion. Acknowledgment of this fact is evinced by an 
increasing emphasis on positionality in social 
research. Part of a broader emphasis on reflexivity, 
positionality entails consciously situating yourself 
in relation to research, and reflecting on potential 
influences and biases. 
 The following analysis straddles the line 
between case study and reflective essay, linking 
personal experiences, insight, and knowledge with 
data analysis and theoretical discussion. As part of 
our study, we met numerous times to discuss our 
perceptions of and experiences with Alberta 
Flavour. We also met with and interviewed other 
members of Alberta Flavour. These meetings 
involved self-reflection on key moments in Alberta 
Flavour history, including the group’s defining of 
“local food.” In addition, we analyzed and reflected 
on Alberta Flavour’s online messaging with a focus 
on its Twitter feed, looking for connections 
between local food and place. The first author has 
managed the Alberta Flavour Twitter account since 
2017, growing its following to nearly 3000 and 
sharing approximately 1460 tweets per year. 
Alberta Flavour’s Twitter activity was identified as 
an important component of the group’s collective 
goal of external storytelling (Beckie et al., 2019). 
Below, we analyze Alberta Flavour’s Twitter mes-
saging as active and ongoing constructing and 
negotiating of the meaning of local food in the 
Alberta context. Finally, our study includes an anal-
ysis of Alberta Flavour’s branding in relation to 
dominant cultural images and imaginaries of 
Alberta food.  

Placing Local Food 
The food movement is a response to a globalized 
agri-food system in which food has been trans-
formed into a commodity like any other. It can be 
understood as a countermovement defined by 
efforts to re-embed food within both ecological 
and social processes (Raynolds, 2010). The local 
food movement, in particular, has been framed by 
a discourse of embeddedness (Hinrichs, 2000), 
challenging the instrumentalism of conventional 
food systems and promoting more direct relation-
ships between producers and consumers. 
 However, much scholarship analyzing the con-
nection between local food systems and social 
embeddedness fails to reflect in much depth on the 
idea and role of place. If “local” emphasizes spatial 
proximity, “place” includes the cultural attach-
ments, meanings, and practices associated with, but 
not necessarily bounded by, particular locations. 
While it can be said that location and context are 
aspects of place, place also includes how people 
relate to, identify with, or feel towards particular 
locales. Beyond this, place is further distinguished 
by its close relationship to culture, a relationship 
explored by human and cultural geographers. 
 Since the 1970s, geographers have been devel-
oping a humanist approach based on phenomeno-
logical ideas serving as a counterpoint to what was 
becoming a tendency to overlook place in favor of 
the abstractions of space (Cresswell, 2015). A cru-
cial contributor to these discussions, Yi-Fu Tuan 
(1977) refused to divide space from place, empha-
sizing their close relationship. French philosopher 
Henri Lefebvre emphasized the dialectical relation-
ship between place and space through the develop-
ment of his spatial triad (Merrifield, 1993). Draw-
ing on Lefebvre, Shields (1991) uses the term 
“social spatialisation” to reconcile space and place. 
Massey (2005) adopts a similar ontological position 
on the relationship between space and place, but 
with a particular focus on place. Through descrip-
tions of the “throwntogetherness” and “event” of 
place, Massey emphasize places as moments of 
continual negotiation and potential change: “In 
sharp contrast to the view of place as settled and 
pre-given, with a coherence only to be disturbed by 
‘external’ forces, places as presented here in a sense 
necessitate invention; they pose a challenge” 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 9, Supplement 1 / Fall 2019 219 

(p. 141). The apparent stability and coherence of 
place hide the fact that it is continually renegotiated 
and thus radically open. It is through this lens that 
emphasizes the relational aspects of place that we 
understand Alberta Flavour as engaged in a form 
of place-making (Pierce et al., 2011). 
 In the context of the food movement and 
local-food scholarship, this turn toward place-
based thinking has been tied to rejecting a global-
ized, corporate, and “placeless” food system that 
emphasizes efficiency, scale, and profit above all 
else. Food regime scholars have discussed this as 
the difference between “food from nowhere” and 
“food from somewhere” (Campbell, 2009; 
McMichael, 2009). As Wendell Berry (2015) writes, 
“The great and characteristic problem of industrial 
agriculture is that it does not distinguish one place 
from another. In effect, it blinds its practitioners to 
where they are. It cannot, by definition, be adapted 
to local ecosystems, topographies, soils, economies, 
problems, and needs” (para. 4). 
 DeLind (2011) argues that rooting local food 
in place would result in a “deeper, more holistic 
description of local processes, voices, and land-

scapes (natural, cultural and political)” (p. 280). 
While the tendency has been to prioritize social 
and ecological embeddedness, it is also important 
to consider the cultural embeddedness of local 
food initiatives in order to develop robust place-
based food systems (Feagan, 2007). This is true 
even when the cultural context in question does 
not align neatly with the predominant values of the 
local food movement, such as in Alberta. 
 If, as Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, and 
Warner (2003) note, “the local is not everywhere 
the same,” a central question for local food advo-
cates is, “what does local mean here?” And, per-
haps more pertinently, “what might local mean 
here?” Throughout this paper, we ask, what is 
Alberta food? Alberta is not just a political territory 
or geographical setting of local food, but a unique 
place in the Canadian context defined by a set of 
historical and cultural relationships around, and 
connections to, food. While an in-depth study of 
food culture in Alberta goes beyond the purview of 
this paper, we take a moment to consider the idea 
of place-based food in a province where cattle, 
commodity crops, and cowboy culture prevail. 

Local Food in Alberta 
Alberta (population 
4,286,134; Figure 1) has a 
total land area of 163 million 
acres (66 million hectares), 
but only 51 million acres (21 
million ha, or 32%) are used 
for agriculture, with 26 mil-
lion acres (11 million ha) in 
native rangeland or tame 
pasture and 25 million acres 
(10 million ha) in annual crop 
production (Statistics Canada, 
2017). Agriculture in the 
province is dominated by 
large-scale, export-oriented 
livestock and crop operations; 
although interest in selling 
into local markets is growing, 
currently only 2062 farms or 
5.1% of the total in the 
province are selling direct 
(Alberta Agriculture and 

Figure 1. Alberta, Canada 
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Forestry [AAF], 2018). This percentage is below 
the national average (12%) and provincially is the 
second-lowest, after Saskatchewan (3.8%) (Statis-
tics Canada, 2017). Farms in Alberta selling into 
local markets are distributed throughout the prov-
ince, so no one geographic area dominates, but 
clustering can be seen around large urban centers, 
particularly Calgary (pop. 1,240,000), in southern 
Alberta, and Edmonton (pop. 980,000), the provin-
cial capital in central Alberta (Kienlen & Blair 2018; 
Statistics Canada, 2017). These farms are also dis-
tributed across all types of farming operations (i.e., 
crop, livestock, horticulture). Additionally, 
although there is significant geographic distance 
(from north to south and east to west) in Alberta, 
the profile of what can be grown in the province 
does not change that significantly, regardless of 
location. However, certain types of agricultural 
production are better suited to some regions than 
others; for example, commercial-scale vegetable 
production is concentrated in central and southern 
Alberta, which has a longer growing season and 
more frost-free days than northern regions.  
 Consistent with the global trend, consumer 
demand for local food is increasing significantly in 
Alberta (AAF, 2016). In 2016, the total market 
value estimate for farmers markets, farm retail, and 
local food restaurants was CA$1.624 billion, quad-
ruple that of 2004 (AAF, 2016). Currently, growth 
in demand exceeds supply; Christine Anderson, a 
local food specialist with the department of Alberta 
Agriculture and Forestry Explore Local Division, 
states that “there’s room for plenty more [farm-
ers]” to capture benefits associated with this trend 
(Kienlen & Blair, 2018). Local food in Alberta is 
defined by AAF as “food grown, made and/or har-
vested in Alberta and then marketed in Alberta” 
(Government of Albert, n.d., “Engagement,” bullet 
1). Using this regional framework, as opposed to 
the popular “100 mile” association, is beneficial 
given the context described above.  

Alberta Terroir 
The idea that place can be tasted is denoted by the 
French term terroir. With most understandings of 
terroir, “the physical environment (soil, weather, 

 
3 https://www.canadabeef.ca  

topography), not the tiller of the soil, the shepherd, 
or the vintner, is the primary source of the distinc-
tive tastes of French wine and cheese” (Trubeck, 
2008, p. 20). As Trubeck further discusses, how-
ever, terroir has also always been a strategic fram-
ing of the relationship between food and place 
propagated through the efforts of “tastemakers” 
and “taste producers” (p. 21).  
 Canada Beef,3 a national industry lobby group, 
has recently taken up a vocabulary of terroir as a 
marketing tool. The director of the Canadian Beef 
Centre of Excellence is quoted on its website: 
“Where grape vines grow, the climate, the soil, how 
vines are tied and tended to; all these factors affect 
how a wine will taste. Canadian beef has a parallel 
story to be told. Raised in the great outdoors of 
Canada’s varying landscapes, excellence in Cana-
dian beef is shaped by the terroir on which the cat-
tle are reared” (Canada Beef, n.d., para. 2). In con-
trast to this recent national marketing initiative, the 
rise and influence of Alberta beef has had little to 
do with terroir, relying on a much different socio-
cultural configuration of food and place—one that 
has relied on the forging of a link between beef and 
a particular image and mythology of the Canadian 
west (Blue, 2008). 
 Ask most Albertans about Alberta food, and 
you will likely hear about beef. If you spend some 
time in the province, you may even see “I love 
Alberta beef” on a nearby bumper sticker. Alberta 
is beef country, with the largest number of cattle in 
Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017). Gwendolyn Blue 
(2008) of the University of Calgary recounts how 
Alberta beef came to be a “defining feature of 
Albertan identity” (p. 70). “‘Alberta beef does not 
simply refer to a geographically located agricultural 
commodity; rather, in very complex ways, it is 
bound up with regional identity” (p. 73). With 
Albertans consuming 16% or 117,128 tons of the 
Alberta beef produced in 2017 (AAF, 2018), it is 
not a stretch to say that beef is an integral part of 
the province’s “local” food system. But, as Blue 
(2008) reports, the rise of Alberta beef has had lit-
tle to do with the values of the local food move-
ment and a lot to do with culture, community, and 
sense of place. Alberta beef has come to stand in 
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for a “cultural mythos” in which Alberta is “por-
trayed as a maverick agrarian region that is distinct, 
politically, socially and economically, from the rest 
of Canada” (Blue, 2008, p. 74). Despite the increas-
ing urbanization of the province, “the image of 
Alberta as an agrarian culture alienated from, and 
at times under siege by the rest of the nation still 
captures the public imaginary” (Blue, 2008, p. 75). 
 The case of Alberta beef complicates simplistic 
narratives of local food in two ways. First, linking 
Alberta with beef as analyzed by Blue (2008) can be 
considered an example of defensive localism, 
whereby a food product comes to symbolize a con-
servative identity that stands in opposition to other 
cultures and peoples. Second, this case challenges 
the idea that local food exists distinct from and in 
opposition to conventional, export-oriented food 
systems. While Alberta beef is both produced and 
widely consumed in the province (Alberta Agricul-
ture, 2018), it remains largely oriented towards 
international markets. Moreover, in terms of cli-
mate change beef is widely understood to be one 
of the worst offenders (Gerber et al., 2013; Natural 
Resources Defense Council [NRDC], 2017). By 
highlighting how a food may be simultaneously 
considered local while also being enmeshed in con-
ventional, export-oriented food systems, we set the 
stage for our analysis of Alberta Flavour as a strate-
gic intervention in and reconfiguring of the idea 
and image of local food in the province. 

Re-scaling Local Food 
Spatial concepts such as local, scale, and place, are 
not pre-existing categories but are themselves 
actively constructed in a wide array of contexts. 
Regarding the question of scale, Smith (1995) 
writes, “Geographical scales are the product of 
economic, political, and social activities and rela-
tionships; as such they are as changeable as those 
relationships themselves . . . Scale is the geograph-
ical organizer and expression of collective social 
action” (p. 60). As we have suggested, “local” is 
not a neutral description of proximity, but a con-
tingent socio-spatial product that expresses and 
reproduces certain social, political, and economic 
arrangements. Our analysis of Alberta Flavour is 
grounded in a constructionist view that rejects 
fixed conceptions of “local,” “regional” and 

“global” and recognizes both the contingency and 
the politics of scale (Born & Purcell, 2006; Fraser, 
2010). As Winter states, “the turn to local food 
may cover many different forms of agriculture, 
encompassing a variety of consumer motivations 
and giving rise to a wide range of politics (in 
Dupuis & Goodman, 2005, p. 362). 
 Scale is a central concept for Alberta Flavour; 
indeed, the organization describes its efforts as 
scaling up local food toward the goal of getting 
“more local food on more plates” (Alberta Flavour, 
n.d., para. 8). However, as others have pointed out, 
scaling up is never a uniform expansion, but an 
uneven reterritorialization. It would be naive to 
assume that scaling up local food necessarily gener-
ates a proportionate expansion of the commonly 
reported benefits of local food. Rather, any such 
expansion of benefits is likely to be distributed 
unevenly across time and space; in addition, 
“jumping scale” also involves new socio-spatial 
configurations that may, in fact, contradict or 
counteract the foundational goals of the movement 
of which the organization is a part. Rather than 
assuming, for example, that “bigger is better,” 
human geographers, in particular, have implored 
that we take the politics of scale seriously. 
 Fraser (2010) asks, “‘what is the most effective 
scale for organizing?’” (p. 339). The local food 
movement’s version of this question is, “What 
scale is most effective in positively reforming the 
current food system?” In addition to adhering to 
particular ideas of local, local food initiatives, 
whether they themselves recognize it or not, are 
always involved in their production—that is, in the 
process of enacting the idea of the local. Fraser’s 
(2010) concept of “scalecraft” highlights the now 
widely accepted view that scale is a meaningful and 
political social product, re-focusing attention on 
the craft involved with such a process. 
 To say that Alberta Flavour is a moment of 
scalecraft (Fraser, 2010) is to emphasize the ways in 
which it is an active and strategic production of the 
local scale, and also to point out that such a con-
struction has particular political effects: 

Human actors, whether individuals, social 
groups, or governing bodies (such as govern-
ments or state agencies) ‘produce’ and ‘use’ 
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scale in all manner of attempts to create some 
sort of advantage, to establish associations, 
connections, or solidarities across social 
divides, or to represent their interests (to be 
heard or seen) amidst oppressive or otherwise 
difficult conditions. (Fraser, 2010, p. 332) 

 For Alberta Flavour, what began with a simple 
question of how to get “more local food on more 
local plates” set in motion a group of relationships 
and connections that has resulted in a viable ver-
sion of the local scale. We turn now to looking at 
the definition of local generated by Alberta Flavour 
participants as a foundational moment of scale-
craft.  

Defining Local: Two out of Three Ain’t Bad 
Definitions of local are strategic constructs—they 
differ across time and space depending on organi-
zational goals and the interests of actors involved. 
Regardless of what individuals might think about 
local food, the local scale must be operationalized 
in ways that function for specific initiatives. From 
the beginning, Alberta Flavour was aimed at getting 
large players in Alberta’s food system to the table 
as participants in the local food conversation. 
Enrolling institutional actors and private distribu-
tion corporations into a collaborative network 
focused on increasing local food procurement is no 
easy task, and it became clear early on that scaling 
up local food would require a strategic definition of 
local. 
 In 2014 members of Alberta Flavour came up 
with three criteria for local food: (1) ingredients 
grown in Alberta, (2) food processed in Alberta, 
and (3) business owned by Albertans. Instead of 
requiring all three criteria, it was decided that two 
out of three were sufficient for a food item to be 
considered local. This definition prioritizes the 
development of a regional food system, fore-
grounding the political territory of Alberta. It is 
important to note, however, that this definition 
also allows for a degree of fluidity in order to 
accommodate the extra-local geographies and play-
ers that shape our current food system. Illustrating 
the point by Hinrichs (2003) that “boundaries 
between the local and the non-local are now bor-
ders, rather than barricades” (p. 37), Alberta Fla-

vour’s definition aims to translate the concept of 
“local” into a set of criteria that resonates with 
institutions and corporations. It translates what 
might be understood by large players in the food 
system as a chimeric ideal into something actually 
achievable. 
 The large institutions at the core of Alberta 
Flavour require large volumes of food that are con-
sistently available and therefore predominantly 
depend on established purchasing channels con-
trolled by large distributors such as Sysco and 
Gordon Food Services (GFS). Alberta Flavour also 
includes participants from Aramark, a multina-
tional food service provider currently under con-
tract with the University of Alberta. Including such 
participants in Alberta Flavour has been crucial to 
linking large institutions into a local food equation. 
Sysco and GFS have participated regularly in group 
meetings and have reorganized their product 
inventory to reflect Alberta Flavour’s definition of 
local food. This initial work proved instrumental in 
identifying local foods available through major dis-
tributors and provided essential data for Alberta 
Flavour’s initial baseline study of the institutions’ 
local food purchasing. 
 With the increased appetite for local food in 
Alberta, there exists an unprecedented opportunity 
to scale up production and distribution. Flexible, 
regionally focused definitions of local food are 
advantageous for larger institutions and companies 
looking to benefit from the rising tide of local 
food. However, such flexible definitions of local 
food have been criticized by food scholars and 
activists as a kind of gerrymandering—a conven-
ient shifting of boundaries designed to serve the 
interests of actors unwilling or unable to assent to 
more limited but arguably more effective defini-
tions of local (DeLind, 2011). The worry for 
DeLind is that “the local food movement…may be 
distancing itself from its systemic roots, exchanging 
rhetoric for the harder work of contextual analysis” 
(p. 275).  
 Alberta Flavour might be seen as an oppor-
tunity for corporations that continue to have large 
stakes in conventional food systems to gain credi-
bility and visibility and take advantage of the added 
value that comes with local branding. Moreover, 
Alberta Flavour’s flexible definition of local has 
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resulted in some questionable product promotions, 
such as that of Lay’s potato chips. Lay’s chips are 
processed in Taber, Alberta and are made from 
potatoes grown in the province. This means that 
according to Alberta Flavour’s criteria, a product 
produced by Frito Lay, a subsidiary of Pepsi, is 
local.4 Promoting Lay’s potato chips as local food 
seems like precisely the kind of “local-washing” 
(Roberts, 2011) that local food initiatives may wish 
to avoid. When large corporations co-opt “local,” 
(re)branding and marketing their products in the 
race to capture market share and stay competitive 
in a rapidly evolving global food system, they 
detract from a movement grounded in deeper 
social and environmental values (Cleveland, 2014). 
If scaling up local food through institutional pro-
curement means enrolling multinational companies 
beholden to the bottom line, perhaps it is a sign 
that we are indeed “hitching our wagons to the 
wrong stars” (DeLind, 2011). DeLind concludes 
her discussion of “the Wal-Mart emphasis” with 
Audre Lorde’s acute observation that “the master’s 
tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (p. 
278). While a truly radical alternative to the current 
food system may require not only new distribution 
systems, but a completely re-imagined economic 
and political system, we propose that “working 
with the master’s tools” is not necessarily anti-
thetical to this cause, and may contribute to 
transformational change. 

Bridging the Divide: Strategic Localism and 
the Politics of Alberta Flavour 
While Alberta Flavour strives towards a set of val-
ues and goals broadly associated with the food 
movement (Beckie et al., 2019), it relies on buy-in 
from institutions and companies bound by market 
logics. Exploring this kind of tension, Fitch and 
Santos (2016) have commented on the tendency 
for institutional procurement initiatives to priori-
tize economic viability over other sustainability fac-
tors. Would institutional procurement initiatives 
such as Alberta Flavour be more effective in con-
tributing to the development of a more sustainable 
and socially just food movement if they reduced 
their emphasis on economic viability, thereby dis-

 
4 For a description of how Lay’s has been involved in a local marketing campaign see DeLind (2011, p. 277). 

engaging from the dominant food system? While 
some have made arguments suggesting this to be 
the case (Allen et al. 2003; Hinrichs, 2000), the 
answer continues to be both uncertain and highly 
complex (Sonnino & Marsden, 2006; Smith, 2006). 
In their analysis of the interactions between inno-
vation networks and their environment, Klerkx, 
Aarts, and Leeuwis (2010) found that while actors 
or organizations are inevitably bounded by struc-
tural influences, they can nonetheless engage in 
“effective reformism” (Roep, Van Der Ploeg, & 
Wiskerke, 2003).  
 Rather than rejecting the conventional food 
system, Alberta Flavour emphasizes alignment 
between a diverse membership working within 
existing structures towards “transformative incre-
mentalism” (Buchan et al., in press). Whereas 
transformative change is often associated with sud-
den and drastic shifts or breaks, Buchan et al. (in 
press) suggest that such change is also achieved 
incrementally in institutional contexts, although it 
is more difficult to observe. The authors emphasize 
the “slow and cumulative actions” that food system 
planners engage in toward transformative change 
(p. 24). Their nuanced discussion of the relation-
ship between change and power mitigates easy cat-
egorical distinctions between “conventional” and 
“alternative” local food initiatives. Smith (2006), 
skeptical of “unchallenging, middle-of-the-road” 
(p. 455) innovations that concede to the require-
ments of existing systems, draws attention to a par-
adox at the heart of Alberta Flavour: “a niche 
which is in tune with the incumbent regime will 
not demand very great changes in sociotechnical 
practices; whereas radical niches…will not diffuse 
much at all” (p. 443). In the end, however, Smith 
highlights the tensions surrounding incremental 
change while also acknowledging its value. “The 
main lesson” is: 

It is essential for niches to be both radical and 
reforming. That is, there can be niche elements 
which can be appropriated by the mainstream 
relatively easily and which may form a first step 
towards mildly more sustainable reforms. 
Meanwhile, the more radical practices will con-
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tinue to be pursued by committed actors 
within a renewed niche. They remain advocates 
for more radical systems innovations. (Smith, 
2006, p. 455)  

 Alberta Flavour represents an overarching 
strategy of hybridity and dialogue. This is true not 
only in terms of the way it navigates conventional 
and alternative food systems, but also in terms of 
the stories it tells about local food in Alberta. As 
Pratt (2007) argues, developing alternative food 
systems involves both organizational and discursive 
strategies (p. 298). In addition to dealing with the 
logistic challenges of scaling up, local food initia-
tives benefit from framing their efforts in ways that 
support their strategic goals. This includes high-
lighting certain scales of practice and visions of 
place. Through its branding and Twitter messaging, 
Alberta Flavour promotes a particular local food 
story—one that bridges Alberta’s cultural and eco-
nomic investments in conventional, export-
oriented agriculture with smaller-scale, urban-
focused, initiatives. 
 Alberta Flavour’s marketing included the 
development of a logo depicting a fork set against 
an outline of the province of Alberta (Figure 2). 
Whether designed with the intention or not, using 
the silhouette of Alberta in the context of a local 
food conversation immediately evokes the “I love 

Alberta beef” marketing campaign discussed 
above. The logo interfaces with the success of this 
campaign, while also leveraging that success to 
promote other “local” foods, many of which are 
commodity crops. The Alberta Flavour logo 
subtlety frames a local food conversation within 
both a context of both regional food systems as 
well as a culture of what many would consider to 
be unsustainable conventional agriculture. Even in 
the very nature of its logo, Alberta Flavour aims to 
tell a unique story around local food in Alberta—
one that resists the conventional-versus-alternative 
imaginary that permeates contemporary food 
politics. This particular story is told and retold daily 
through both the Alberta Flavour website and its 
Twitter messaging. 
 The Alberta Flavour Twitter account 
(@AlbertaFlavour) is dedicated to telling the story 
of Alberta Flavour through showcasing local 
initiatives and advocating for benefits of local food 
more generally. Alberta Flavour created the hashtag 
#ABFoodFacts to help draw attention to and dis-
cuss the food landscape in Alberta. This hashtag is 
usually attached to facts about what foods are 
being produced and/or processed in the province, 
with the goal of helping the Alberta food system to 
be more visible to consumers. These food facts are 
taken from a variety of publications, including the 
Canadian Agriculture census and data from AAF. 
One of the most liked and retweeted 
#ABFoodFacts reads: “DYK #Alberta is the 
largest honey producing province in #Canada?!” 
Another reports that “#Alberta is the largest 
#potato producing province in #WesternCanada, 
growing over 1,800,000,000 lbs of potatoes a year.” 
Considered as a whole, the tweets gathered under 
#ABFoodFacts are characterized by a strong 
emphasis on the productive capacity of Alberta, 
with little said about, for example, the sustainability 
implications of producing food (local or not) at 
that scale and for the primary purpose of export. 
 However, the productivist focus of the 
#ABFoodFacts discussion is accompanied by 
Alberta Flavour’s messaging on alternative and 
urban-focused local food initiatives. For instance, 
@AlbertaFlavour regularly reports on topics such 
as the potential of urban agriculture and foraging, 
sharing articles from outlets such as City Lab and 

Figure 2. The Alberta Flavour Logo 
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Civil Eats. In addition to promoting the possibility 
of growing food in the city, such messaging advo-
cates for issues such as permaculture, food hubs, 
food sovereignty, and social justice. One repre-
sentative tweet citing a relevant CBC article reads, 
“Calling all foodies, gardeners, nature lovers and 
proponents of pollinators: bee hotels are up for 
grabs from the Edmonton and Area Land Trust so 
Edmontonians can help preserve the bee popula-
tion.” As another example, a The [Toronto] Globe and 
Mail article on urban foraging was retweeted, 
which celebrated the “incredible variety of food 
hidden in Alberta’s landscape.” Alberta Flavour 
also regularly re-tweets content from Civil Eats,5 an 
online publication emphasizing radical food system 
change. 
 These two sides of Alberta Flavour’s twitter 
messaging illustrate the initiative’s recognition of 
the realities of Alberta’s agri-food context and its 
culture. In refusing to play into the divide between 
rural versus urban or conventional versus alterna-
tive food systems, Alberta Flavour opens itself up 
to the possibility of contradiction. Such apparently 
confused or ambivalent messaging might be seen 
as signaling a watered-down food politics that, in 
attempting to speak to everyone, fails to speak to 
anyone. However, in a world increasingly defined 
by the false comforts of a “filter bubble,” there is 
value in online spaces that interface between what 
is often presented as oppositional visions of local 
food. Consistent with Mount (2012), who argues 
that “recognition of hybridity may be a sign of an 
adaptive, more reflexive localism” (p. 112), Alberta 
Flavour crafts a story of Alberta food that recog-
nizes local food culture and food values while also 
bridging a continued urban-rural divide. Through 
this strategy, Alberta Flavour helps create a com-
mon ground for involving more people in the local 
food conversation. 

Conclusion  
Alberta Flavour has an important story to tell. In 
contrast to a defensive localism that reifies fixed 
local boundaries, the initiative presents a strategic 
and pragmatic approach to the question of scaling 
up local food. As its name suggests, the local food 

 
5 https://civileats.com/about/  

movement was defined in large part by efforts to 
scale down food systems, re-embedding these sys-
tems in community, ecology, and place (Allen, 
2008; Renting, Marsden, & Banks, 2003). As the 
movement has evolved, however, practitioners and 
researchers alike have re-evaluated previously held 
assumptions around scale, calling into question the 
presumed superiority of local (Allen et al., 2003; 
Born & Purcell, 2006; DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; 
Hinrichs, 2003; Sonnino, 2010). Alberta Flavour 
works to scale up the benefits of local food 
through leveraging the purchasing power of large 
institutions. Enrolling such institutions in the 
Alberta context means working with large corpora-
tions such as Sysco and Aramark. While the devel-
opment of such alliances may be criticized for its 
“Wal-Mart emphasis” (DeLind, 2011), the analysis 
should not stop there. As we have argued in rela-
tion to Alberta Flavour’s strategic localism, “work-
ing with the master’s tools” is not necessarily anti-
thetical to building alternative food futures, but is 
one tactic in a larger movement towards food 
system change. 
 A main strength of capitalism has always been 
its ability to absorb its own critique, turning poten-
tial contradictions or sites of resistance into new 
sources of accumulation and profit (Marcuse, 
1964). Incorporating potentially transformative 
ideas into existing structures often involves co-
optation. DeLind is right to worry that if we let 
“market potential” and “economic outcomes” (p. 
275) guide local food practices and ignore other 
values (e.g., ecology, culture, biological diversity, 
etc.) we will be left with a watered-down and con-
sumable commodity approach, hollowed-out of 
any actual alternative. Yet, as evinced by the case of 
Alberta Flavour, the line between conventional and 
alternative food systems is not always clear. As 
Pratt (2007) writes, these systems “shape each 
other and often overlap in highly significant ways” 
(p. 285). 
 Local food activists and scholars should 
remain vigilant and not be too quick to celebrate 
the embracing and scaling up of local food by large 
corporations. At the same time, working with cor-
porations through models such as institutional pro-
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curement does not automatically preclude the pos-
sibility of transformative change. Alberta Flavour 
disrupts local/global and conventional/alternative 
divides through a strategic localism defined by a re-
scaling and emplacing of local food in the unique 
Alberta context. The initiative’s hybrid and prag-
matic approach to “getting more local food on 
more local plates,” while not radical, nonetheless 
contributes to a more positive food system through 
“transformative incrementalism” (Buchan et al., in 
press). 
 Alberta Flavour’s strategic localism is defined 
not only by its scalecraft (Fraser, 2010), but also by 
its emplacing of local food in Alberta. As Tuan 
(1977) writes, “place exists at different scales. At 
one extreme, a favorite armchair is a place, at the 
other extreme the whole earth” (p. 149). While 
much attention has been given to the construction 
of place at the level of the nation-state (Anderson, 
1991), less is written on the relationship between 
place and the region (Cresswell, 2015, p. 14; Paasi, 
2002). Alberta is both a region and a place defined 
in large part by commodity exports and a unique 
cultural mythos exemplified by Alberta beef. 
Rather than ignore this cultural context or reject it 
outright as regressive and antithetical to the local 
food movement, Alberta Flavour uses branding 
and social media to interface between agricultural 

productivism and food system change. If such 
messaging is at times contradictory, this too can be 
considered a gesture of dialogue—an opportunity 
to critically reflect on differing visions of local food 
in the province. We have framed these efforts as 
active sites of place-making (Pierce et al., 2011), 
where ideas about Alberta food and by extension 
Alberta as a meaningful place are negotiated. Con-
ceiving of “place as event” (Massey, 2005, p. 141), 
we have positioned Alberta Flavour as an oppor-
tunity to intervene constructively in the existing 
constellation of practices, discourses, and imagi-
naries linking Alberta with an industrial, export-
oriented food-system increasingly recognized to be 
unsustainable.  
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