REPORT
Green European Foundation, with the support of
Green Foundation Ireland and the
Cork Food Policy Council, invite you to

Food as a Commons!

Saturday 22 June 2019 – 09:30 to 19:00
Commencing in: Nano Nagle Place, Douglas Street, Cork
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This one-day event of talks, discussion, field visits and feasting was organised in response to
our growing environmental crisis, recognising the contribution of the current food system to
climate breakdown and biodiversity loss, yet the opportunities that exist for system
redesign. Indeed, across Europe, growing numbers of people are becoming actively involved
in reshaping food systems at local level. This event was therefore a celebration of creative
ideas and practices that might enable us to recover the multidimensional values of food as a
public good rather than allow it to remain solely as a means for private corporate profit.

Proceedings began with a welcome from Dr Colin Sage, who designed and convened the day
and represented the Cork Food Policy Council, and from Nuala Ahern who welcomed
everyone on behalf of the Green European Foundation and Green Foundation Ireland. She
explained that the event in Cork was part of a GEF transnational project on Fair Food, and
that the conclusions of the morning would be fed into the wider European project. The
project calls for initiatives capable of shifting our food and agriculture systems from an
extractive and individual to a generative and collective mode, with more community use
and sharing. This means we need to value food differently, so that it enhances human
health, the environment and biodiversity, and farm livelihoods.
Dr Colin Sage in his introduction to the day highlighted the enormous importance of
building a civic food movement capable of challenging the corporate control of every aspect
of the current agri-food system. This was best exemplified, Colin argued, by the
extraordinary concentration of the global agri-chemical sector which had come to
appropriate and exercise enormous power over seeds, the basic building blocks of our food.
Reclaiming and defending seeds nurtured by hundreds of generations of farmers around the
world was vital. For that reason, Colin had made available a packet of heritage seeds for
every participant in the day, urging them to sow, care for and harvest these plants in the
knowledge that every mouthful of food they provided was a minor personal victory against
the corporate food system.
Dr Henk Renting from AERES University of Applied Sciences in Almere, The Netherlands,
then spoke on the topic "Food commons: (re-)connecting city and countryside". Henk's
presentation was richly illustrated with examples of civic food initiatives from across Europe
and further afield and can be seen at the end of this report. He quoted Carolyn Steel on "our
profound disconnection with food is the curious legacy of industrialisation and a symptom
of a way of life we can no longer afford". Food has many dimensions of which its use as a
commodity is only one.
Dr Órla O'Donovan from the School of Applied Social Studies at University College Cork read
a translation by the Irish poet Paddy Bushe of a poem in early Irish attributed to the poet
Amergin that reminded us of our interconnection with the natural world. She said that the
notion of 'commons' had real value in challenging the privatisation of public goods. Órla
emphasised the need for water as a commons which required to be recognised as a public
good.
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World Café
Following coffee, the meeting then went into World Café mode facilitated by Klaus Harvey
of Kinsale Transition Town, with eight tables accommodating five to six people and working
on two main questions: 'Why is a food commons relevant for Cork?' and 'What specific
measures might be undertaken to build a food commons in Cork?'. During the 'changeovers' between tables, (after 25 minutes of discussion at one table, participants are then
asked to move to a new table and begin another round of discussion with different people),
the meeting heard from: food historian, Regina Sexton, on why we need to nurture a local
food culture; Maria Young, co-ordinator of Green Spaces for Health, on the food growing
sites of the South Parish; and Tomás Kelly, an expert in Geographical Information Systems
who has built a digital map showing many dimensions of the food system in Cork city.
The World Café wrapped up at around 1pm with each table summarising the three key
points that had been harvested from the discussions. These were briefly presented by the
table hosts to the meeting and then all of the participants had the opportunity to 'vote' for
their own preferred three priority issues. Aggregating these votes led to the following rankorder of issues:
1. Advocate for the local authority to create the post of 'Local Gardening /
Community Growing Officer' who would support growing initiatives, identify
potential new sites (with security of tenure) and help network growers / projects
across the city.
2. To press for a City Development Plan that prioritises: drinking water fountains (in
the fight against plastic); a locally-sourced food strategy that enhances food
security / resilience and helps connect the city back into its rural hinterland; and,
above all, creates food growing spaces as living walls, rooftop gardens, in
workplaces and in communities.
3. How can we build a civic food movement that might replicate the success of the
Tidy Towns in terms of voluntary commitment and pride in local achievement?
There are a host of neighbourhood and community organisations, including the
GAA, churches and schools, with whom a food movement could collaborate.
How might a 'sustainable, food-oriented tidy towns-type' movement be
achieved? Can we encourage food-growing (e.g. planting fruit trees) to be part of
Tidy Towns?
4. We should establish a Citizen's Assembly in Cork capable of discussing all aspects
of our food supply, including transport implications of shopping practices. Issues
of inequality around food need to be made more explicit. Ultimately, there is a
need to create a forum where people's concerns and ideas can be expressed and
help shape a better, more sustainable and healthy food system for all. This needs
to be achieved in consort with the local authorities and could be facilitated by
the Cork Food Policy Council if appropriately resourced.
These four priority issues are an aggregation of a very rich spectrum of ideas expressed
around the tables and offered as genuinely practical proposals for improving the
performance of the food system in the Cork city-region from a commoning perspective.
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Commensality: bringing people together to enjoy food and talk
Participants then made their way to St John's College nearby where a Chilean theatre group
who had come from Valparaiso in Chile, with their container in which they cooked the food
of the locality and engaged in street feasting, theatre and song.

La Cocina Pública / The Public Kitchen

They were hosting La Cocina Pública (The Public Kitchen) as part of the Cork Midsummer
Festival. The group had been in the Cork South Parish for two weeks and had been
harvesting memories, recipes, stories and songs for performance in the cooking, serving and
sharing of a traditional local dish. The conviviality of the occasion fitted exactly into the idea
of 'food as a commons' where we dined together outdoors on long tables eating simple food
with a local history.

Green spaces
The third and final component of the day was then led by Maria Young, the Green Spaces
for Health co-ordinator, who took the group on a walking tour of three growing spaces in
the South Parish. Each site provided tangible evidence of what small groups of people with a
vision of a better food system can achieve in public space. Such places demonstrate to local
neighbours that a little time and effort in growing food plants for one's plate is not wasted
energy but an opportunity – however slight – to connect with the natural world, with our
source of nutrition and with each other in performing shared tasks. We hope that the
visibility of these projects will encourage more to engage with such work. And, in this
respect, the real value of the 'Food as a Commons' event may not be calculable for a while,
but it will resonate for those who attended for a long time to come.

COLIN SAGE
Cork Food Policy Council

1 July 2019
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Presentation by HENK RENTING to Food as a Commons!
22 June 2019
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