Andrea Cumpson, an
organic farmer in Inverary
and president of Local 316 of
the National Farmers Union,
has been working with others
to spearhead Food Down the
Road. We asked her five ques-

tions on many readers’ minds:

1 Why did the NFU initiate
e Food Down the Road?

About ten years ago, our local
of the National Farmers Union
realized that we needed to engage
more people in food and farm
issues. With farmers making up
only two per cent of the popula-
tion, we have little influence on the
food system — a system we believe
in many ways is neither farmer nor
eater friendly.

Over the next few years, many
informative and successful events,
public forums, film nights, rallies
and letter-writing campaigns were
held in this area. This approach
proved to be very effective in en-
gaging the broader community in a
very relevant topic — food.

Farmers’ participation in
workshops on ecological farm-
ing practices lead to more self-
sufficiency. The public forums on
topics like seed saving, abattoir
regulations and genetically modi-
fied foods have further developed
understanding of our food system.

As we gained capacity in
many areas and with three suc-
cessful feast of fields events on
area farms, the public and farming
communities have become more
aware of the multi-level benefits
of eating locally grown food. This
foundation has become a stepping-
stone into the broader local food
movement that is Food Down the
Road.

What exactly is the NFU
o and who does it represent?
We are a dynamic general
farm organization representing the
interests of small and medium-
sized farms. The NFU is struc-
tured to take direction from the
grassroots. At the local, regional
and national levels, we are farmers
making farmer-friendly policies
for farmers. At all levels, we col-
laborate with other like-minded
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A Andrea Cumpson, president of National Farmers Union Local 316, at her farm near Inverary.
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organizations on important issues
that affect the sustainability and
viability of farms. Examples are the
right of farmers to save their own
seed, terminator seed technology,
defence of orderly marketing and
supply management structures
(that work for farmers), and other
threats to food sovereignty and
security.

An ongoing priority for the
NFU has been addressing the
challenges facing new farmers
getting started. At the local level
the work of the NFU has opened
up opportunities for more farmers.
We are now working with the
Ecological Farmers Association
and Heifer International to foster
those wanting to get into farming.

3 What are you hoping to

e achieve in the next few years?
Continuing on our current

path, the NFU sees more new

farmers on the land, filling the

increasing demand for whole-
some, nutritious food, with its
far-reaching benefits to our com-
munity. The Food Down the Road
Community Council and the Food
Down the Road Summit are ways
that we hope to see more public
input into the further development
of the food system. To accomplish
goals set out by the community,
many individuals and organiza-
tions will be needed to develop the
infrastructure to support a more
sustainable local food system —
how about a local mill or market-
ing co-op?

There is also a need for a shift
in how we think about land use.
As people become more and more
aware of the challenges to our food
system, I urge everyone to influ-
ence land use policy — appropriate,
enforceable official plans and zon-
ing bylaws are examples. Everyone
has a role to play in addressing
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how land is used — it is not just
backyard and community gardens
but also the bigger issues of urban
sprawl. If we are to be food secure
in the future, we will need to think
of ourselves as stewards of the land
for future generations rather than
just owners of property.

Many people struggle
e with the notion of a 100-
kilometre diet. What do you say
to them?

It doesn't need to be a struggle
— the whole idea of eating more lo-
cally and seasonally can actually be
quite exciting and gratifying. Often
there is a story attached to what we
eat — a story worth hearing, telling
and thinking about — whether we
plant, nurture, harvest, purchase,
prepare or eat our food.

It is through these stories that
we become more intimate with all
aspects from which our sustenance
has evolved — from soil to our
body, mind and spirit.

Taking this approach to eating
does require some commitment. To
help make local food more acces-
sible, the NFU has put out a listing
of farmers who produce it, called
Eating Close to Home.

To help identify local food,
the NFU is implementing the
logo it developed last year. The
logo carries the message: Eat from
Kingston’s Countryside — Nourish
Yourself, Nourish Our Commu-
nity. We are excited about using
this to brand food produced in our
region, enhancing its appeal.

What keeps you involved
e in the farm and food
movement?

I find the increasing numbers
of young farmers on the land so
hopeful and inspiring — a diverse
and lively farming community is
critically important for the health
of our region. When I think of
my son Charlie who works on the
farm with my husband Orrie and
I, 1 realize how much he (and all
farmers) needs a support system
around him — to have a wider
collection of people share in the

workload, but also to share in the
story, with its joys and struggles,
of being a farmer these days. I've
farmed for 24 years on Sonset
Farm and have watched over the
years so much fertile farmland sold
for development — there has been
a huge loss of land and farming
knowledge. There have been some
pretty discouraging years, but this
resurgence of young people staying
on the land and trying to get on
the land is amazingly encouraging.

I am also strengthened by
people’s willingness to go deeper
in their thinking about food and
farm issues — to ask questions
and not accept the norms of the
global food system, such as why do
so many grocery stores have few
Ontario, let alone local products
for sale, even at the peak of harvest.
There is such incredible creativity
and commitment in our sustain-
able local food movement and it is
growing. Rural and urban people
are forging a common vision for
our children and grandchildren
and we are doing the work now to
try to bring that vision to life. As
president of NFU Local 316,1 am
proud to be part of this movement
and so grateful to the many, many
individuals and organizations that
are making a real difference for the
future of food and farming in our
area by being willing to think criti-
cally and take action.

Finally I'd say that the sup-
port, friendships and experiences I
receive from my involvement with
the National Farmers Union over
the years has been amazing — they
have nourished me and helped me
grow as a farmer and as a person.
Here on our farm we have such
beautiful crops and animals —and 1
know a big reason why is that Or-
rie, Charlie and I all really appreci-
ate and love the land. I feel this
sustainable local food movement is
hugely motivated by gratitude and
love as well, and I think that that
will make all the difference as we
travel down the road together.



