
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X221088985

Journal of Planning Education and Research
2024, Vol. 44(3) 1503 –1515
© The Author(s) 2022

Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0739456X221088985
journals.sagepub.com/home/jpe

Planning Research

Introduction
In Canada, scholars have identified systemic racism as one of 
the contributing factors to the disproportionate amount of 
food insecurity among Indigenous and black communities 
(Tarasuk, Fafard St-Germain, and Mitchell 2019). Disparities 
in food access (e.g., retail vs. growing, gathering, or hunting), 

income, housing tenure, and geographical location also con-
tribute to food insecurity (Tarasuk, Fafard St-Germain, and 
Mitchell 2019). Food insecurity negatively impacts a com-
munity’s health outcomes due to a lack of sufficient quantity 
and quality of food (Slade, Baldwin, and Budge 2016). In 
Vancouver (the context of this study), the high cost of housing 
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Abstract
Food asset mapping conducted by planners and policymakers usually consists of an online map identifying the locations 
of food-related sites in cities. However, food asset mapping may be limited in its consideration for ecological and cultural 
assets critical for community food security. Furthermore, what are considered “assets” may not reflect the everyday lived 
experiences of marginalized communities. This study applied a “citizen science” photovoice food asset mapping involving 
diverse participants in the City of Vancouver. In applying a citizen science photovoice approach, this study surfaced “hidden” 
contexts, food assets, and stories to integrate diverse community perspectives in food system planning.
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Abstract
El mapeo de activos alimentarios realizado por planificadores y formuladores de políticas generalmente consiste en un 
mapa en línea que identifica las ubicaciones de los sitios relacionados con los alimentos en las ciudades. Sin embargo, el 
mapeo de activos alimentarios puede estar limitado en su consideración de activos ecológicos y culturales críticos para la 
seguridad alimentaria de la comunidad. Además, lo que se considera “activos” puede no reflejar las experiencias cotidianas 
de las comunidades marginadas. Este estudio aplicó un mapeo de activos de alimentos de fotovoz de “ciencia ciudadana” que 
involucró a diversos participantes en la ciudad de Vancouver. Al aplicar un enfoque de fotovoz de ciencia ciudadana, este 
estudio reveló contextos “ocultos,” activos alimentarios y historias para integrar diversas perspectivas comunitarias en la 
planificación del sistema alimentario.
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Abstract
规划者和政策制定者进行的食品资产测绘通常包括一个在线地图，该地图确定了城市中与食品相关的地点的位置。 
然而，食品资产映射在考虑对社区粮食安全至关重要的生态和文化资产方面可能会受到限制。 此外，被视为”资产”
的东西可能无法反映边缘化社区的日常生活经历。 这项研究应用了”公民科学”照片语音食品资产映射，涉及温哥华
市的不同参与者。 在应用公民科学照片语音方法时，本研究揭示了”隐藏”的背景、食物资产和故事，以将不同的社
区观点整合到食物系统规划中。
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has also contributed to food insecurity, particularly among the 
homeless population (Parpouchi, Moniruzzaman, and Somers 
2018). Participants who rely on food banks in Vancouver 
reported severe household food insecurity (66%) and noted 
that food banks do not adequately address the root causes of 
hunger, which is tied to insufficient income (Holmes et al. 
2019).

To support the development of resilient urban food sys-
tems, scholars and international institutions have emphasized 
the importance of investing in localized food systems to safe-
guard against global food disruptions (Blay-Palmer et al. 
2013). While some have noted that there are limits to urban 
agriculture’s ability to improve food security (Badami and 
Ramankutty 2015), Lal (2020) notes that urban agriculture, 
which includes community gardens and home gardens, has 
proven to be more resilient to global shocks and has provided 
supplementary nutritious foods for the urban poor. However, 
the siting of urban farms could be controversial due to com-
peting land-use interests (see the case of Detroit in Foster 
and Newell 2019). Food system planning is the field of land-
use and community planning that focuses on highlighting the 
importance of food systems in community health and well-
being (Pothukuchi 2004). Within food system planning, 
planners have studied issues around community food access 
(Cummins et al. 2005), assessed the role of retail markets in 
influencing food consumption (Battersby 2017), promoted 
farmland preservation (Koontz 2003), and mobilized the 
planning profession to play a role in contributing to a more 
sustainable food system (American Planning Association 
[APA] 2007). There are many tools that planners can use to 
improve the food system. Planners can use zoning to encour-
age the development and designation of spaces that will be 
used to grow food, and to provide healthy, affordable, and 
sustainable foods for the community (Cohen 2018). Foodshed 
assessment is another tool to trace the movement of food 
from the farm to the consumer (Freedgood, Pierce-Quiñonez, 
and Meter 2011). Food asset mapping and community food 
assessment are tools that can be used to set the baseline and 
identify food-related resources in a city, region, or neighbor-
hood (Pothukuchi 2004). Increasingly, food asset mapping 
has been identified as an important tool to better assess and 
identify important food infrastructures that are key to food 
system resiliency (Baker 2018).

Food asset maps have been developed by municipalities, 
public health departments, and municipal food policy 
councils (Vancouver Coastal Health [VCH], n.d.) to identify 
resources, facilities, and spaces that can be used to support 
community’s food security. These assets include community 

kitchens, retailers, community food centers, community gar-
dens, food banks, and more (Baker 2018). However, the pro-
cess and method of determining what constitutes a “food 
asset” is not always clear and might not include input or con-
texts from diverse community members (Soma et al. 2021). 
While there are studies addressing cultural asset mapping 
(Jeannotte 2016), or community asset mapping in general 
(Mosavel, Gough, and Ferrell 2018), there is a gap in the 
literature on food asset mapping (Baker 2018). In the colo-
nial context of Canada and the City of Vancouver (Vancouver), 
which is located on the unceded, ancestral, and traditional 
territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh 
First Nations, it is important that food asset maps include 
food spaces that reflect the needs, aspirations, and usage of 
diverse community members, particularly of urban 
Indigenous peoples. Duncan (2006) has identified issues 
around “map tyranny,” whereby the maps developed may 
reflect the unequal power structures of those of the map mak-
ers. In a settler-colonial context, where Indigenous peoples 
are more vulnerable to violence, incarceration, and policing 
(Dorries and Harjo 2020), a participatory citizen science 
approach to food asset mapping may act as form of resis-
tance. This study contributes to the unsettling of colonial 
underpinnings of the planning profession (Barry et al. 2019). 
Vancouver has been heralded as an example of a progressive, 
socially responsible, award-winning city to be emulated by 
planning practitioners (Grant 2009). However, the narrative 
of “success” misses the colonial context of the city, nor has 
the paper considered Indigenous perspectives and challenges 
in Vancouver (Soma et al. 2021).

To offer an alternative narrative, this photovoice study 
engaged a group of diverse community members (n = 10) 
belonging to racialized and often disadvantaged groups includ-
ing Indigenous peoples, racialized peoples, former youth in 
care, seniors, people of diverse gender identities, low-income 
community members, and community members with disabili-
ties in Vancouver. The study was informed by an earlier pro-
cess to engage community members (n = 20) through a 
community food asset mapping charrette in Vancouver (Soma 
et al. 2021). Photovoice research combines photography and 
interviews, and is recognized for its ability to empower partici-
pants and foster social change (Wang 1999).

The study aimed to answer the following research 
questions:

Research Question 1: How can a citizen science-led pro-
cess better identify “hidden” food assets, which have thus 
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far been relatively overlooked in a two-tiered, settler-
colonial food security framework?
Research Question 2: How can the integration of photo-
voice in a citizen-led food asset project support the devel-
opment of a more just and equitable urban food policy, 
and contribute to a decolonial approach to food system 
planning?

The study explored food assets through the framework of 
everyday food practices as outlined in social practice theory 
(Shove, Pantzar, and Watson 2012). We also identified com-
munity members’ hopes and aspirations pertaining to food 
security.

The meaning of food assets may differ depending on cul-
ture, economic background, spirituality, physical ability, and 
gender. Moving beyond planners, academics, and policy-
makers, diverse representation through citizen science 
research can decentralize and democratize the identification 
of food assets. Findings from the study challenged the reli-
ance of urban food security initiatives based on a two-tiered 
food system approach (i.e., food banking), identified the 
importance of natural food assets and associated traditional 
knowledge (particularly Indigenous knowledge), highlighted 
key urban Indigenous focused food assets, and celebrated 
inclusive food assets that promote “food as commons” (e.g., 
communal food trees, Sikh Langars) (Purcell 2020; Vivero-
Pol 2017). This study seeks to contribute to new approaches 
in food system planning that recognizes and challenges the 
settler-colonial context of planning and food injustice.

Asset Mapping and Participatory 
Citizen Science in Food System 
Planning

Asset mapping and asset-based assessments reflect a range 
of approaches to identify key resources whether they be 
social, cultural, environmental, and/or health and well-being. 
In contrast to approaches that are focused on deficits or are 
needs-based, asset mapping is seen as valuable and transfor-
mative for harnessing community resources. The core prin-
ciple of asset mapping is that when communities have the 
ability to identify assets around them that are valuable, this 
will then increase engagement and a sense of ownership, and 
inspire community members to take on leadership positions 
(Jakes et al. 2015).

Food asset mapping is an emerging tool that applies the 
element of asset mapping to highlight key food resources 
(Baker 2018), but community perspectives on “food assets” 
must also be taken into consideration. There are vast differ-
ences in the ways in which participants prioritize or use 
assets. For example, when comparing the perspectives of 
representatives from various non-profit organizations/agen-
cies and community members, organizational representa-
tives prioritized identifying places that provide healthy food, 

whereas community members focused more on the actual 
services and resources that are provided (Jakes et al. 2015). 
Ledoux et al. (2017) found that even though healthy food 
assets may exist within a community, residents might not be 
able to access the assets due to a multitude of factors, such as 
not having adequate income to afford such foods. This high-
lights the importance of lived experience for identifying 
assets.

Kramer et al. (2012) also found several issues that might 
influence the content and process around asset mapping, 
including the assumption that “community” entails shared 
values, norms, and languages, while failing to consider the 
potential conflicts, struggles for space, representation, and 
scarce resources. There is often a lack of clear methodology 
over the process of identifying what should be included as 
food assets and who should be involved in food asset map-
ping (Soma et al. 2021). The lack of citizen engagement is a 
clear gap in current food asset maps. Local citizens are the 
experts within their communities as they are embedded in 
their neighborhoods. This is particularly important in  
places with vulnerable populations that are often underrepre-
sented or ignored by professionals (Corburn 2003). The 
Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) work on estimat-
ing exposure to dietary hazards in New York demonstrates 
the importance of citizen scientists (Corburn 2003). The EPA 
found that subsistence fishers had a much higher exposure to 
cancer risk, a finding that would have been missed had they 
not engaged the citizen scientists who were mostly non-
English speakers and immigrants (Corburn 2003). The par-
ticipation of diverse citizen scientists results in a better 
process for achieving food security and achieving a just 
food system.

Photovoice is a participatory method that merges photog-
raphy with interviews or the outcomes from focus groups 
that discuss the meaning behind the photos taken by the par-
ticipants (Wang 1999). Photovoice is a useful methodology 
that allows for the creative photography of participants’ 
everyday realities, including tangible (built environment, 
places/sites) and intangible assets (knowledge, spirituality), 
both formal and informal. In one study, Wang, Cash, and 
Powers (2000) found that photovoice can be used to conduct 
participatory needs assessments and evaluations that improve 
community health. Photography provides a tool to counter 
stereotypes, to empower participants, to provide dissemina-
tion strategies to influence policymakers and key stakehold-
ers, and for storytelling (Doucet 2018; Palibroda et al. 2009).

Photovoice methodology is particularly useful and appro-
priate when working with marginalized community mem-
bers, as it shifts the power from academics to citizen 
scientists, thereby defining and shaping the conversation and 
concerns from the ground up. However, there are also poten-
tial safety and privacy risks, such as revealing the photogra-
pher’s place of residence, identities of the people in the 
photos, or details of their private lives that they do not want 
to be made public. It is therefore critical to avoid photos that 
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might harm the photographer or create ill will (Wang, Cash, 
and Powers 2000). These types of photos can be avoided by 
instructing photographers to take photos without peoples’ 
faces or creatively framing photos to avoid identifying 
features.

Food (In)Security in Vancouver

The narrative around food in Vancouver is replete with suc-
cess stories. For example, Vancouver is an early adopter of 
the systems approach to food systems planning as well as a 
signatory of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact. This pact, 
signed by 133 cities globally, commits to the coordination of 
international policies addressing food security and sustain-
able development (Valley and Wittman 2019). Vancouver 
has also succeeded in their Greenest City Action Plan goal of 
increasing citywide neighborhood food assets by a minimum 
of 50 percent beyond 2010 levels (City of Vancouver 2014b). 
From community gardens to urban apiaries, commercial 
farms, and food-related organizations, Vancouver has thou-
sands of local food assets (VCH, n.d.). Without considering 
process and accessibility, these types of “local” food assets 
might reinforce neoliberal regimes that support the commod-
itization of food instead of supporting food justice (Agyeman 
and McEntee 2014). Certain food assets (e.g., food banks) 
may also continue to promote a two-tiered food system 
(Riches and Tarasuk 2014).

It is critical to note that Vancouver is located on the 
unceded, traditional, and ancestral territories of the 
Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations 
(host Nations). In 2014, Vancouver was designated as a City 
of Reconciliation (City of Vancouver 2014a), which recog-
nizes the commitment to a sustained relationship of mutual 
respect and understanding with host Nations and the urban 
Indigenous community. Despite the designation, the 
Vancouver Park Board identified challenges around adequate 
allocation of resources to support decolonization and infra-
structure for traditional Indigenous food practices, noting 
that Indigenous-led food gardens only account for 0.002 per-
cent of park space (Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation 
2021). Therefore, a key point to consider is whether food 
assets and food system planning initiatives truly benefit the 
urban Indigenous communities, particularly host Nations. 
This is particularly important considering that food insecu-
rity and poverty in Vancouver disproportionately impact 
immigrant, racialized, and Indigenous communities 
(Carolsfeld and Erikson 2013).

Household food insecurity is another important issue in 
Vancouver. A study of food bank users in the Greater 
Vancouver area (n = 77) found widespread household food 
insecurity (97%) with 66 percent of the participants in the 
study identifying as severely food insecure (Holmes et al. 
2019). Furthermore, 62 percent of the participants noted that 
food banks were not enough to meet their household food 
needs (Holmes et al. 2019). While food banks in Canada 

were originally established as an emergency response, food 
banks are being used long term and do not buffer severe food 
insecurity, nor provide sufficient food or change their cir-
cumstances (Riches and Tarasuk 2014). However, food 
banks are usually included or identified as food assets within 
food asset maps (see VCH, n.d.). It is worth understanding 
the experience of food bank clients to consider long-term 
solutions for community food security.

Vancouver is a city of great income disparity (see Figure 
1), with most of the wealth concentrated in affluent neigh-
borhoods on the west side. Lower income neighborhoods 
tend to be on the east side of the city. One neighborhood in 
particular, the Downtown Eastside, where several of the par-
ticipants in our study reside, has the lowest household median 
income in the city and is known for being the “poorest postal 
code in Canada” (Linden et al. 2013, 1). With respect to pov-
erty, health issues, and food insecurity, the Downtown 
Eastside of Vancouver has been the focus of many studies as 
it has the highest concentration of vulnerable peoples (Linden 
et al. 2013; Miewald and McCann 2014). Most of the 
research has focused on drug use (both intravenous and non-
intravenous), health care, and infectious diseases linked to 
drug use (Linden et al. 2013) as well as homelessness (Liu 
and Blomley 2013). However, research on underlying deter-
minants of long-term health, such as food, is lacking in the 
scholarship on the Downtown Eastside (Miewald and 
McCann 2014). An asset-based approach applying citizen 
science to identify key food assets would offer important 
insights that have thus far not been considered in food secu-
rity research in Vancouver.

In a study by Miewald et al. (2019), which mapped food 
resources and unsafe spaces for people living with HIV in 
Vancouver, spaces identified as unsafe and risky by some 
participants were viewed as spaces of care by other partici-
pants. This issue highlights the need for more context in 
defining and identifying food assets and conducting food 
asset mapping in Vancouver, which we sought to do in this 
paper.

Method

This study was approved by the Simon Fraser University 
Research Ethics Board and was conducted from October 
2019 to February 2020. Note that the Ethics Board approval 
included permission to disclose the names of citizen scien-
tists as long as the citizen scientists gave express permission 
to do so on the informed consent form. We invited diverse 
participants from across the city to engage in a citizen sci-
ence and food asset mapping photovoice project. Participants 
must live within the boundaries of the City of Vancouver to 
capture the experience of residents living in the area who 
also rely on food assets within the official city boundaries. 
The recruitment posters were shared through numerous 
online platforms and listservs including community groups 
and food hubs, networks, and associations with a focus on 
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urban Indigenous communities, disability networks, seniors’ 
groups, as well as purposive sampling to ensure representa-
tion from former youth in care. In addition to dissemination 
on listservs and in-person drop-off, we also shared the 
recruitment postcards broadly through social media.

We recruited 10 participants, which was based on budget 
and researcher time constraints with a desire to capture a 
diversity of experiences. The number of photovoice partici-
pants also matched the ideal number of participants (between 
7 and 10) highlighted by Wang (1999) and Palibroda et al. 
(2009). The selected participants were comprised of resi-
dents in Vancouver who are members of equity-deserving 
groups (e.g., disability, low income, racialized, seniors, 
Indigenous, former youth in care). To reduce the barrier to 
participation, each citizen scientist was paid a living hourly 
wage (Can$26.58 per hour) to participate in the photovoice 
project and was provided with a digital camera for taking 
photos. The citizen scientists first attended a photography 
training session to meet with the research team, learn about 
the project, and receive tips on how to take photos. 
Participants were divided into two groups for the training 

session. We then provided themes to help the participants 
frame the food assets: (1) Important food places, (2) Emotions 
and identity around food, (3) Food knowledge and sites of 
learning, and (4) Hope and aspirations for food in Vancouver.

Citizen scientists then took photos over a period of two to 
three weeks. After this period, they selected their top ten 
photos. Each citizen scientist met with one of the research 
team members for a one-on-one photovoice interview ses-
sion of 1.5 to 2 hours to discuss their top ten photos. While 
some photovoice methods apply focus groups, photovoice 
can also be done through in-depth one-on-one interviews 
(Castleden, Garvin, and Huu-ay-aht First Nation 2008). 
Individual semi-structured interviews were used in a photo-
voice study with the Huu-ay-aht First Nation to provide par-
ticipants more flexibility and ability to offer in-depth 
perspective (Castleden, Garvin, and Huu-ay-aht First Nation 
2008). At the interview session, the citizen scientists shared 
their reflections about each of the photos which were grouped 
into the factors identified in practice theory as impacting 
everyday food practices. If they felt comfortable with dis-
closing the location of the photo, then the citizen scientist 

Figure 1. Median household income in Vancouver, Canada, and location of the Downtown Eastside (SimplyAnalytics 2021).
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indicated on a map where the photo was taken, and this infor-
mation was used for the creation of the web-based food asset 
map. This process (photo taking and photovoice interview 
session) was then repeated over a second period of two to 
three weeks. In total, each citizen scientist selected and dis-
cussed twenty photos with a research team member. The 
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, and the 
photos were matched with the stories shared. All photos 
included in this article were taken and chosen by the citizen 
scientists. We applied an inductive approach to establish 
clear links between the research objectives and the findings 
from the data (Thomas 2006). Interviews were coded and 
analyzed using NVivo 12 with a codebook developed by the 
authors. The photos and location information (where appli-
cable) were then inputted into a mapme.com interactive 
online map platform (see Figure 2).

Hidden Meanings, Hidden Barriers, and 
Hidden Food Assets

This study sought to understand how a citizen science-led 
process could identify “hidden” food assets, which have thus 
far been relatively overlooked in a two-tiered settler-colonial 

food security framework. The three factors of social practice 
theory (material, meaning, and competence) associated with 
everyday food practices were analyzed (Shove, Pantzar, and 
Watson 2012). In addition to identifying “hidden food assets” 
(i.e., food assets that may not be considered by planners/poli-
cymakers or relatively overlooked in community food secu-
rity efforts) through the stories and perspectives behind the 
photos, the study found “hidden” context (i.e., meaning) and 
barriers behind food assets that were not previously analyzed 
together. We identify these barriers as “hidden” as the stigma 
and challenges that communities face when using these food 
assets are not necessarily considered when identifying a 
place as an “asset” in a map. The citizen scientists acknowl-
edged that there are a multitude of “food assets” in Vancouver, 
particularly for individuals who face financial hardship. 
However, participants discussed very long lineups to access 
low-cost prepared food, conflicts occurring while lining up, 
situations where donation centers run out of food, or the poor 
quality of the food offered. There are many barriers and often 
a stigmatization with respect to accessing food in these so-
called “food assets.” In general, our findings confirmed the 
study conducted by Miewald et al. (2019), which found that 
obtaining food in Vancouver can be an arduous, risky, and 

Figure 2. Example of mapme.com citizen science food asset map.
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sometimes dangerous activity for drug users and people liv-
ing with HIV in the Downtown Eastside. One of the citizen 
scientists, Elwood (male, binner [recovers beverage contain-
ers for their deposit], and single room occupancy [SRO] resi-
dent) highlighted the constant long lineups he must endure to 
obtain food (see Figure 3). The lineup usually gets worse 
during special holidays, and he also noted that despite hours 
of lining up, sometimes food runs out:

About 12:30 pm it’s on the Monday, Thanksgiving Monday, 
and this is the line up to get into Union Gospel Thanksgiving 
Dinner and yes, it starts at 10 o’clock in the morning and 
goes ’til 4 in the afternoon. And this is about 12:30/1 o’clock. 
And you can see it goes all the way, this is the end of the line, 
and there’s about . . . so there’s about 900 people. And it takes 
about an hour . . . That’s the only place that holds a 
Thanksgiving Dinner . . . Sometimes you have to wait a 
while to get a good meal, especially like certain times, like 
Christmas, Thanksgiving, New Years . . . it shows all the 
people that don’t have any place to go for Thanksgiving 
dinner . . . (Elwood)

Elwood’s experience highlights the accessibility issues 
and the stigma associated with certain types of food assets, 
and more specifically, charities (Riches and Tarasuk 2014). 
As a senior and someone with a disability, long lineups can 
be problematic for him and those with mobility issues. A 
study of community members in Vancouver (n = 84) who 
access food from non-profit food hubs highlighted issues 
such as long lineups, limited scheduling, and transportation 
cost when accessing food (Rajasooriar and Soma 2022). 
Elwood’s experience highlights that quantitatively identify-
ing food assets as a baseline is not sufficient, and there is a 
qualitative element that is “hidden” in food asset maps that is 
made evident through photovoice. According to Diana 
(Indigenous woman), while “food assets” such as food banks 
have played an important role in helping her family survive, 

especially during her childhood, she noted that there is sim-
ply not enough food to last a week and she wished there were 
healthier options offered instead of “Kraft Dinner” and other 
heavily processed foods. Another barrier to eating healthy 
food that several participants mentioned was that many 
SROs in Vancouver have no access to cooking spaces. In 
fact, cooking is not allowed. The lack of material infrastruc-
ture to cook food means that community members need 
access to places that can offer them healthy affordable 
cooked foods. However, as noted by Meilang (senior and for-
ager), these important affordable food assets where commu-
nities can purchase ready-to-eat nourishing affordable meals 
(many located in Vancouver’s Chinatown) are declining 
because the area is being gentrified and communities are 
being displaced. This is also the case with many independent 
grocers offering affordable fruits and vegetables. New devel-
opments for condominium towers in Vancouver tend to pre-
fer large chains and franchise retailers (Cheung 2021). 
Smaller food shops providing key services for immigrant/
diaspora communities are under threat of closure due to rede-
velopment and gentrification (Cheung 2021).

Displacement is also impacting small independent gro-
cers. Small grocers face steep rent increases due to intense 
gentrification in the urban core (Burnett 2014), and a loss of 
these independent stores will have negative repercussions for 
the community’s ability to access fruits and vegetables. 
Almost unanimously, the citizen scientists in this study high-
lighted the important role of small independent immigrant-
owned grocers, also known as “ethnic grocers” for providing 
affordable fresh produce. Surindra (former refugee) who 
came to Canada with his family shared, “if it weren’t for 
these ethnic grocery markets, I don’t know what we would 
have done.” These stores (see Figure 4) are key food assets in 
Vancouver, usually located near transit, and they offer pro-
duce that would be considered off-grade or non-standard 
(i.e., “ugly fruits and veggies”). As Meilang noted, stringent 

Figure 3. Union Gospel thanksgiving dinner (Photo: Elwood). Figure 4. Sunrise market (Photo: Meilang).
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aesthetic standards that result in food waste in larger super-
markets are not applied by some of the independent grocers.

. . . the boss goes to the produce markets, gets the last sellable, 
the things that can turn into cash quick, they are there. So, 
Sunrise Market’s food is always very cheap. I mean, if you 
stay for few days, they all need to go to compost. That kind 
of situation. But I love it . . . (Meilang)

The important role of independent grocers for citizen sci-
entists confirms De Master and Daniels’ (2019) work, which 
critiqued food deserts literature and food deserts maps for the 
tendency to focus on increasing the number of supermarkets 
to improve access without looking deeper into structural 
inequality around economic access, or culture. Independent 
“ethnic grocers” offer more options and flexibility for lower 
income communities. Access to fresh vegetables can also be 
provided through community gardens. Several citizen scien-
tists had access to community gardens. However, while there 
are approximately hundred community gardens (VCH, n.d.), 
most community gardens have long wait lists, indicating that 
demand for community garden access exceeds available 
space.

The multitude of barriers to access food assets means that 
citizen scientists need to navigate the complexities of every-
day food practices amid high living costs, poor wages, and 
other concerns. This requires competencies in seeking “hid-
den” food assets, including “dumpster diving,” foraging, and 
even learning how to grow food where access to space is 
available. Carolsfeld and Erikson (2013) found that for some 
individuals in Vancouver who use food assistance programs 
like food banks, the addition of dumpster diving and forag-
ing can contribute to more fresh foods than the typical canned 
foods offered by food banks. Dumpster diving, the practice 
of recovering or consuming food that has been discarded, is 
common in Vancouver (Miewald 2009), although it is not 
necessarily a practice that is always done by the poor 
(Carolsfeld and Erikson 2013). There is also no single “typi-
cal” urban forager as foragers are motivated by diverse fac-
tors (need, environmentalism, etc.), coming from diverse 
classes, genders, incomes, and ethnicities (Nyman 2019). 
Practices such as foraging and dumpster diving are also a 
way to avoid long lineups, food running out at soup kitchens, 
or, in some cases, mandatory religious services to obtain 
food in Vancouver (Miewald and McCann 2014). In a global 
city, including one like Vancouver, Giles (2015, 81) noted, 
“the more an economy grows, the more it must discard.” 
Accordingly, waste is definitive within the cultural logic of 
capitalist production (Giles 2015). Within this context, the 
commodification of food is another barrier for the commu-
nity as surplus and edible foods are often discarded and 
access to food is not treated as a human right. Several citizen 
scientists dumpster dive and forage to supplement their diets. 
One citizen scientist, Sky (non-binary, low-income artist), 
noted how some grocers are better than others when it comes 

to allowing dumpster divers to access surplus unmarketable 
food. At the back of an independent grocers’ dumpster, Sky 
took a photo of a man inside a bin retrieving food. In front of 
the bin, a box of edible corn was purposely left out by a retail 
staff for dumpster divers.

Hidden Opportunities: Food Assets for 
Decolonization and Food Justice

When food system planners consider the importance of 
increasing access to supermarkets, grocers, or gardens, they 
might not consider the hidden context embedded in some of 
these food assets. There are values around food that extend 
beyond food as nutrition and calories. These values promote 
food justice and encompass belonging, culture, decoloniza-
tion, knowledge sharing, and spirituality. In addition to pro-
viding affordable fresh produce, many of the participants, 
particularly those coming from diaspora communities, credit 
independent small immigrant-owned grocery stores for giv-
ing them more than just food. These stores bring them closer 
to “home” and enable them to practice their culture, cook 
their cuisines, and maintain their identity. Raja, Ma, and 
Yadav (2008) highlighted the importance of supporting small 
grocers as a more efficient strategy to ensuring food access in 
minority neighborhoods rather than soliciting large super-
markets. This study also concurs. Beyond Vancouver, com-
munity members in this study also identified First Nations 
territories, Taiwan, Guyana, India (Punjab), Singapore, and 
other provinces in Canada as home. For Manjit (senior resi-
dent, Punjabi), the foods offered by these small immigrant-
owned grocers remind her of good memories from home as 
“it takes me back to my childhood . . .” However, for Harri, 
the concept of home is more complicated. He spoke about his 
challenges in obtaining food as a former youth in care (foster 
child). Autonomy and the ability to choose is something that 
he speaks passionately about, particularly because choices 
were limited when he was growing up in a group home in the 
foster care system. This ability to choose is limited in a two-
tiered food system.

The concept of home can also be complicated as an urban 
Indigenous person in Vancouver. Despite coming from many 
different Nations, urban Indigenous peoples in Vancouver 
might be treated as one culture and might not necessarily 
have targeted services that are tailored to their particular 
Nations. Thistle (2017, 6), a Métis scholar, argued that com-
pared with a colonial definition of homelessness as “lacking 
a structure of habitation,” the Indigenous definition of home-
lessness is more comprehensive and includes being isolated 
from land, animals, cultures, spirituality, languages, kin, and 
more. In identifying food assets, planners might focus spe-
cifically on food without looking at the comprehensive sys-
tems, competencies, and values that feed into food. Robin 
(2019) wrote that supporting Indigenous food sovereignty 
requires critically interrogating Indigenous relationships to 
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food, particularly, the ability to be self-determinant and prac-
tice their cultural traditions on the land.

Within the context of colonial Vancouver, decolo-
nized food assets are key to the well-being of urban 
Indigenous populations. The need for spaces that serve 
the urban Indigenous communities was also emphasized 
by many of the citizen scientists. One of the Indigenous 
citizen scientists, Leona, reflected on her circumstances 
as an urban Indigenous woman in Vancouver with her 
Nation’s reserve located far from the city. What brings 
her joy and connection to her roots is her involvement 
with the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre Society 
(see Figure 5):

This space actually made me happy, it was a table event where 
I’m showcasing the plants that I’ve harvested, that our group 
had harvested, and were showing it off and were also knowledge 
sharing with anybody who comes to the table who want to 
know more about it. This event was a community event at the 
Aboriginal Friendship Centre. It was about, the idea was 
around homelessness, but they had many tables around the 
medicine, they had tax tables, they had a table in the front 
where they were giving free haircuts, and a massage table . . . It 
was awesome to see . . . and then they provided lunch. (Leona)

The Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre Society is a 
critical food asset for decolonization and serves the urban 
Indigenous community (estimated to number 40,000). In 
addition to food, the center provides support and programs to 
help community members connect to their culture. 
Decolonizing the food system also includes the ability for 
Indigenous communities in Vancouver to connect with the 
land. Kepkiewicz and Dale (2019) argue that food sover-
eignty activism in Canada has yet to substantially grapple 
with the implications of private property ownership and 
ongoing settler colonialism.

To connect to the land, Leona also teaches Indigenous 
food and medicine workshops. Part of her efforts in reclaim-
ing her culture from colonialization and residential schools is 
the intergenerational teaching of food and medicine that she 
does for her children and others. She grows calendula at 
Cedar Cottage Neighbourhood House (for medicine, tea, and 
food), and teaches her kids how to harvest the plant and how 
to make salves. She sees this as a way to practice her cultural 
identity. For many of the non-Indigenous citizen scientists, 
there is a strong recognition that there is tension that needs to 
be addressed with respect to land and resource redistribution 
for Indigenous peoples, particularly as food assets in 
Vancouver are situated on unceded lands, and these assets do 
not always benefit Indigenous communities. Kara, a white 
Vancouverite with a disability, noted that actions are needed 
to repair the harm done, something that goes beyond the typi-
cal “land acknowledgement” statement offered by most 
municipalities. As Kara noted, “. . . part of our action has to 
be that we have to do better . . . I can’t apologize to you and 
say I’m sorry and then not change my behavior.” Porter et al. 
(2017) argue that planning’s accountability to Indigenous 
peoples need to go beyond mere inclusion and apologies, and 
move towards actually creating space for Indigenous 
self-determination.

It is recognized that there is an abundance of food assets 
in both the built environment and natural environment in 
Vancouver, but they are not always made available to those 
who need them most. The importance of communal natural 
urban food spaces (e.g., urban orchard) was highlighted by 
Harri (see Figure 6):

Yeah, this one’s a picture of a fig tree . . . But why I also took 
this photo is because there was a point in my life where I was 
homeless and sometimes I had to rely on walking around the 
neighborhoods and gleaning from the different trees that had 
fruit . . . (Harri)

Figure 5. Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre society 
(Photo: Leona). Figure 6. Fig tree (Photo: Harri).
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To secure food justice, citizen scientists noted the impor-
tance of food sharing, a space to eat, grow, and obtain food 
free of stigma, and the concept of food as a commons 
(Vivero-Pol 2017). These spaces are critical for the survival 
of those contesting displacement and gentrification in the 
city, as gentrification acts as a form of enclosure to the com-
mons (Blomley 2008).

There are other food assets that offer food without stigma. 
Surindra highlights the important role of the Sikh Gurdwara 
(temple) and its Langar (community kitchen):

The community kitchen [referring to Langar] is not just a 
place for Sikhs. It’s a place that everyone is welcome . . . I’ve 
never seen anyone to be made to feel uncomfortable . . .

The spaces identified above highlight hidden opportuni-
ties for food assets. From a social practice framework, these 
food assets provide a sense of belonging, spirituality, and 
agency. They also provide opportunities to reconnect with 
Indigenous cultures, knowledge, and the land. The fig trees 
provide food as a commons and challenge the neoliberal 
commodification of the food system (Agyeman and McEntee 
2014). These opportunities to promote food justice might not 
be reflected upon when identifying food assets using more 
conventional approaches.

Citizen Scientist Food Asset 
Photovoice Research: Lessons for Food 
System Planning

This study sought to understand how integrating photovoice in a 
citizen-led food asset project could support the development of a 
more just/equitable urban food policy and contribute to a decolo-
nial approach to food system planning. It also sought to under-
stand “hidden food assets” that have been relatively overlooked. 
Although identifying and mapping food assets has the potential 
to highlight important community food resources, without a 
clear process around engaging diverse, equity-deserving com-
munities, this planning tool might miss important sites and con-
texts that could either benefit or harm community food security 
and well-being. Through photovoice and the application of social 
practice theory, this study found numerous “hidden barriers” 
(material, meaning, competence) faced by citizen scientists 
when accessing food assets for their everyday food practices. For 
example, certain spaces identified as food assets might be diffi-
cult to access and have a stigma associated with their use.

In their frustration with the two-tiered food system, citi-
zen scientists unanimously highlighted the importance of 
autonomy in obtaining food. This means supplementing food 
from charities with dumpster diving, foraging, and garden-
ing. The study found that many critical food assets for com-
munities are under threat of gentrification, particularly small 
independent grocery stores that provide affordable healthy 
foods and small businesses offering affordable prepared 
foods. Zoning policies and development should account for 

these food assets, and SRO buildings should provide kitchen 
spaces for individuals or communally.

While zoning may support an increase in the number of 
food assets and infrastructures (Clark, Conley, and Raja 
2021), decolonizing food system planning in Vancouver 
requires more than increasing the number of food assets. 
Consideration is needed on how food assets impact commu-
nities as a whole, especially in the context of unceded land. 
Planning policies should identify tools to support critical 
food assets for communities and empower community own-
ership of the planning process. The study found that the quest 
to obtain food encompasses more than just aiming for nutri-
tion and calories, and the definition of food assets should 
include considerations of culture, identity, spirituality, the 
land, and nature. Decolonizing food assets also entails land/
resource redistribution or co-governance opportunities to 
support traditional Indigenous knowledge and intergenera-
tional learning. The photos gave a glimpse of the citizen sci-
entists’ food aspirations, which stand in contrast to 
conventional neoliberal approaches of addressing hunger 
through charity. Photovoice offers a qualitative understand-
ing of food assets that are of value to the community. These 
food assets enable agency, treat food as a commons, bring 
diverse communities together without stigma, and honor the 
Indigenous teachings that food is medicine.
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