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Sustainable food, ethical consumption and responsible
innovation: insights from the slow food and “low carbon
food” movements in Taiwan
Yi-Chieh Lin

Department of Journalism, College of Communication, National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan

ABSTRACT
This paper examines two food initiatives in Taiwan that address
broad social concerns that have informed changes in activists’
perceptions of food citizenship in relation to globalization.
Drawing on participant observation and in-depth interviews with
stakeholders in two food movements, this ethnographic study
contextualizes the motivations and meaning of “local” from the
perspectives of social activists and food businesses in Taiwan. It
investigates the strategies by which stakeholders engage consu-
mers with the concept of local food as well as the limitations of that
engagement, situating the concept of “local food” within sustain-
able consumption and local traditions. The findings illuminate how
activists leverage global discourses on food movements and adapt
them to local settings, blending with the vernaculars of local beliefs
and traditional values. The study also discusses the potential and
limits of this strategy and the use of new media technology in local
food activism.
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Introduction

Food movements that explore alternative pathways to safe, local, and socially just food
are on the rise in East Asia. These food movements often transcend political barriers and
economic borders through the efforts of international and local nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) in order to spread and strengthen the ideas of food democracy,
sovereignty, and responsible innovation. Largely borrowing concepts from Europe and
North America, these organizations endeavor to create an alternative moral economy for
a provisioning system that is increasingly seen as environmentally and socially unsus-
tainable (Sage 2011). For instance, in Japan, the continuous search for national and local
identity has been expressed through the rediscovery and promotion of local foods via the
slow food movement and the state’s Food Education campaign, as shown in Greg De
St. Maurice’s (2013) ethnography of heirloom vegetable activism in Kyoto. In China,
amidst a series of food scares, consumers must address different types of risks in everyday
life (Yan 2012). The growth of the middle-class population and their desire for higher-
quality food has fostered an environment in which food citizenship and alternative food
networks (AFNs) have begun to thrive. Emerging AFNs in China actively employ nascent
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community-organizing strategies, building influential domestic and international alli-
ances and using the Internet to express dissent (Schumilas and Scott 2016). Other studies
suggest that environmental groups and Taiwanese-based private enterprises are key
players that are underrepresented in the study of environmentalism and ethical con-
sumption (Klein 2009).

A previous study on the Taiwanese government’s promotion of the low-carbon life-
style showed that cultural and resource factors – such as capital, early experiences, and
social networks – are important for consumer decisions yet are often neglected in policy
decisions (Wang 2011). Women and people older than fifty are more willing to consume
low-carbon food because they have purchasing power and identify with the values of
environmentalism (Wang, Tsai, and Liao 2013). Most prior studies have focused on
consumer decision-making but not necessarily on the organizing of food activism.
A closer look at the literature on food activism in Taiwan reveals a number of gaps
and shortcomings. The literature has not yet discussed how consumer activists view and
draw upon local and global discourses of alternative food to support their vision of food
democracy. Moreover, the views of ethnic minorities and other disadvantaged groups are
underrepresented in previous studies. A more in-depth understanding of local food
activism in Taiwan could shed light on the international and domestic transmission of
food knowledge that is constantly negotiated, translated, and combined through the
collaborated efforts of activists.

In this paper, I examine the efforts of food and environmental activists in promoting
the consumption of local food in Taiwan, with attention to the political, cultural, and
economic contexts that situate such advocacy. In particular, I endeavor to understand
how food activists view and negotiate the complexities of local food systems and how
such negotiation affects the adoption and endurance of “sustainable” culinary practices.
This research agenda entails answering the following questions: How do activists perceive
the “local” and diagnose the conventional and neoliberalized industrial food system?
What are their motivations, and what role do they envision for participants in the
sustainable food movement? How do they draw upon and depend on both local and
global discourses of alternative food to build a movement that can work best in Taiwan?

To answer these questions, I focus on two cases of local foodmovements in Taiwan. One
is the Slow Food Movement (henceforth SFM), which originated in Italy and was intro-
duced in Taiwan in 2005. The other is the Low-Carbon Food Movement (henceforth
LCFM), a grassroots initiative that began in 2011 and is supported by the state and several
nongovernmental organizations in its efforts to promote local food for environmental
protection. My findings suggest that both movements have the potential to change
Taiwan’s food system, with the LCFM transforming the production side while the SFM
potentially transforms the cultural taste of local consumers. Both movements have pro-
vided venues for public discussion of food localization and have the potential to change the
social hierarchy of food in Taiwan, elevating the status of ethnic cuisines. I argue, however,
that activists and enterprises who use strategies to advance the local food movement in
Taiwan mostly leverage transnational and global symbols and representations, relying on
the movement of ideas of what food localism should be and on the reputation of interna-
tional (mostly Western-trained or Western-inspired) ambassadors and models. However,
they also endeavor to blend global discourses with local beliefs and practices, resulting in
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hybrid conceptions of the “local” and a shifting of public interest toward a return to
domestic foods and ethical consumption in Taiwan.

The findings in this paper are drawn from semistructured interviews and participant
observations conducted in four locations where local food projects have had an active
presence: Taipei, Taichung, Kaohsiung, and Taitung. Taipei has a rapidly growing eat-
local movement and has cultivated many NGOs concerned with food issues. Taichung is
home to Taiwan’s first organic farmers’ market and is an active scene for the social
enterprise of food journalism; it is also home to Taiwan’s oldest college specializing in
agricultural sciences. Kaohsiung is a major food production site, accounting for
2–8 percent (depending on the category) of total food production in Taiwan. Since
2014, The Bureau of Agriculture of Koahsiung City has pioneered farmer education
about “soft power,” i.e., communicating with consumers as well as designing and
branding strategies for local and overseas markets. Taitung County has the lowest income
per capita in Taiwan, but it is also the most culturally diverse region in Taiwan and is
home to six different indigenous groups (see Figure 1). Between February 2014 and
June 2017, I interviewed a total of 50 individuals from multiple sectors involved in the
food system, all of whom share a similar interest in promoting local food initiatives.
These participants included representatives of the state (employees of the municipal or
central government who work in positions that promote local food), the market (farmers,
entrepreneurs, and food exposition hosts), and civil society (volunteers, employees of
nonprofit organizations, food journalists, and editors). Interviews lasted between 30 min-
utes and 2 hours. I also conducted participant observation by observing local food events,
NGO meetings, civic protests, and farmers’ markets. Finally, I gathered and analyzed
secondary data, which included government and NGO reports and media releases on the
expanding alternative foodscape of Taiwan, with special attention to rhetorical strategies
in food activism. Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper to protect the privacy of my
informants.

In the next section, I unpack the theoretical framework I use in my analysis. This
section is followed by a brief background on food and agriculture in Taiwan. I then

Figure 1. Map of Taiwan.
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provide a set of empirically grounded insights to examine local food movements in
Taiwan. The paper concludes with the trajectory of local food movements in Taiwan and
how it differs from that in the West.

Literature review

The globalization of food and agriculture has dire impacts on economic systems, human
health, cultural diversity, and environmental sustainability, among other issues (De
St. Maurice 2014; Smith et al. 2014). In particular, there is a call to examine the links
between these impacts and not only food production but also consumption (Hallström,
Carlsson-Kanyama, and Börjesson 2015; Wilk 2017). Given contemporary concerns about
the overall health of the global food system, the “local” has emerged as a key concept for
strengthening sustainability, community, and access to affordable and fresh foods. Quite
a few case studies around the world point to the promise of food localism in fostering, for
example, vibrant civic engagement (Lynch and Giles 2013; Cohen 2014; Lewis 2015),
opportunities for social entrepreneurship, and food education to improve well-being
(Julier and Gillespie 2012; Chollett 2014; Tørslev, Nørredam, and Vitus 2017). A case in
point is Cristina Grasseni’s extensive work (2014) on Italian solidarity purchase groups – an
example of a local food movement – which highlights the role of local food activism and
grassroots innovations for sustainable development. Collective food purchasing networks
in Italy serve as a good case study for those interested in promoting responsible innovation,
an approach to seeing innovative development as societally desirable, ethically justifiable,
and transparent (Grasseni and Hankins 2014). Today, “local food” has expanded to
encompass “a wide range of permutations under the headings of alternative food initiatives,
alternative agro-food networks and systems, community food security, civic and demo-
cratic agriculture, post-productivism, alternative or shortened food chains, and the quality
turn” Feagon (2007, 24).

A number of studies, however, have pointed to issues with food localism. As
a movement, it still faces challenges with regard to delegation, leadership, conflict
management, and inequalities (See Cohen 2014; Minkoff-Zern 2017). Others, however,
refer to fundamental issues that seem to contradict the ostensibly transformative aims of
the movement. For example, a number of scholars criticize the movement for continuing
to manifest the same problems as the globalized industrial agri-food system, such as
structural inequalities, unsustainable agricultural practices, unfair labor practices, and
the unequal distribution of food (Thompson 2017; Kennedy, Parkins, and Johnston
2018). Feagan (2007), for example, notes that the process of relocalization (as in the
concept of terroir) demonstrates the commodification of place via historical, cultural or
economic values and may effectively contribute to regional rural development only at the
expense of other rural areas. Furthermore, the local food movement, particularly in
North America, seems to rely too heavily on individual consumption as the dominant
pathway for achieving eco-social change.

Another aspect of the literature fundamentally questions the binary of the “local” and
the “global” and the idea that the former compromises the latter in the process of
globalization. Food scholars who study globalization have debunked the claim that
globalization is a one-way homogenization process in which commodities and ideas
flow from the “West” to the “East” (e.g., Wilk 1999; Bestor 2004; Watson and Caldwell
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2005; Phillips 2006; Nutzenadel and Trentmann 2008). The cultural elements of the
“global” or the “West” can be domesticated and reinvented when they reach the global
(see, for example, Caldwell 2004 on McDonalds in Russia) or when ideas from the “East”
become symbolic of the global (see, for example, Jung 2012; Grosglik and Ram 2013 on
representations of Chinese food).

In much of the US and European literature on food localism, as well as in activist
narratives, the global becomes the universal logic of capitalism, while localism serves as
the space or context where ethical norms and values can flourish (giving rise to the
framing of local food as “alternative” and as a solution to the ills of globalized food, as
I discussed above). The literature has begun to question the concept of the “local” binary.
DuPuis and Goodman (2005), for example, argue that localization is not necessarily
incompatible with globalization, and it may even “be open to deployment in a neoliberal
‘glocal’ scale” (p. 365). Claire Hinrichs (2003) further problematizes the social construc-
tion of “local” by arguing that the emergence of the Internet also complicates the spatial
relations of the “local.” Because local food may be marketed to customers worldwide, the
appeal of local and regional, terroir products is marketed beyond strictly local markets.
Therefore, the spatial content of the “local” in particular contexts deserves more critical
examination that takes into account “how scale is socially constructed and how social and
environmental relations are spatialized” (Hinrichs 2003, 43).

The context of localism in relation to the Internet is a burgeoning interest in the
literature. Several scholars have suggested that the rise of the Internet, as an important
facet of globalization, has created new possibilities for food activists to promote their
values and ideologies. For instance, while acknowledging the clear influences of popular
and alternative media sources, Long (2011) investigates the ways in which consumers
engage with and reciprocate the dominant narrative of consumer food culture and finds
that the rise of the Internet has increased reliance on the exchange of views and opinions
from trusted networks, thus creating a “conversational marketplace.” Urban food-
sharing – collective and collaborative practices around food including shared growing,
cooking and other ways of facilitating the redistribution of food – is now mediated by
information and communication technologies, as shown in a study of a scoping database
(Davies and Legg 2018). Indeed, food localism (and food activism in general) has
increasingly depended on the forces of globalization.

While food localism is increasingly intertwined with globalization, our understanding
of how the “local”manifests in a certain place is, of course, not homogeneous. Ultimately,
how we understand the local should still be contingent on the social, ecological, and
political circumstances of a place. Moreover, the dynamics of food localism are also
contingent on the histories of local-global dynamics. Many scholars who have explored
food localism have also paid attention to how these movements interact with histories of
colonialism, trade, politics, migration, and other topics in diverse geographical locations
(Assmann 2010; Brown 2014; Lewis and Huber 2015; Hobart 2016; Alkon and Vang
2016; Brower 2016; Orlando 2011).

Scholars of local food systems remain divided on the possibilities and limitations of
local food movements with regard to influencing social change. This case study of Taiwan
contributes to this discussion by showing both the possibilities and limitations of food
localism as a movement that draws from both “local” and “global” cultural elements. The
study also aims to contribute to our understanding of how the local food movement
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manifests in the Asian context, given that the literature is dominated by scholarship from
the West. This study should therefore be a helpful comparative not only to local food
movements in Asia but also to the manifestations of those movements in different
contexts, cultures, and languages throughout the world.

The social context of food and agriculture in Taiwan

Taiwan’s unique social context is useful in understanding how the local food movement
in the country (and Asia in general) interacts with, responds to, and reinforces multi-
culturalism, forces of globalization, and flows of food knowledge and agricultural tech-
nology. After World War II, Taiwan quickly transformed – in just a few decades – from
a “model colony” and exporter of sugar and rice under Japanese rule to a strong
information technology economy and a democratic society. Moreover, Taiwan has
played a leading role in food and agricultural research while exporting innovations in
agricultural knowledge and technology to neighboring Asian countries and beyond. On
the consumption side, the foreign media voted Taiwan the best gourmet destination in
the world because it offers a combination of the cuisines of Hoklo, Hakka and other
Chinese communities, dishes from 14 aboriginal communities, Japanese-style cooking,
and seemingly endless street-side snacking choices (CNN 2015). However, a previous
study shows that a social hierarchy of ethnic cuisines has been reinforced (Chen 2011). As
Taiwan faces pressure for reunification with China, an increasingly popular indepen-
dence movement on the island has used ethnic cuisines to promote a national identity
since the early 2000s.

Although the present imaginary of Taiwan conjures images of an abundance of fresh
seafood and a variety of affordable food delicacies in night markets, Taiwan is facing
dramatic changes in its food and foodways. There is growing food insecurity due to
a number of interacting factors, the most salient of which are the changing climate,
declining fallow land, and increasing reliance on imports. Taiwan’s food self-sufficiency
rate, at 32 percent based on calories, is considered low by some activists (Ministry of
Agriculture of Taiwan 2017). Moreover, food influences from outside have contributed
to these changes as well. The Japanese colonial legacy has made Japanese food a popular
choice, while American aid in the 1960s introduced flour-based foodstuffs and
Westernized breakfast habits into Taiwan. The rise of the middle class in the last few
decades has fostered new consumerist trends that aspire to fine dining, while the
consumption of imported goods has become a symbol of status and cultural taste.

A series of transnational food safety issues that have occurred in the past decade in
Taiwan and China instigated fear among local consumers in Taiwan and in other food-
importing Asian countries. Amidst the food safety crises, the local media have become
very active in constructing discourses on healthy diets in relation to food sovereignty,
naturalism, low-carbon food, organic agriculture, and animal welfare (Chiang and Chiu
2015). Various social actors, such as scholars, environmental organizations, and food
journalists, have advocated for an alternative provisioning system and “more civic
participation” in rural development in Taiwan (Lii 2011, 451). In conjunction with this
trend, Shu-min Huang (2013) found that the identities of Taiwanese organic farmers are
strongly connected to utopian idealism about the occupation, the land, and regeneration
projects in rural villages.
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The fact that Taiwan leads Asia in freedom of the press (Reporters without Borders,
2018) has not only fostered an active, mediated public sphere but also made Taiwan
a proactive advocate of private ethical consumption and citizens’ engagement in local
food projects. This research aims to improve our understanding of how activists draw
from “global” elements as a strategy to advance food movements, how they create
a collective space to reinterpret and reimagine citizenship in Taiwan, and how their
imaginations interact with their understanding of the conditions for the emergence and
development of countermovements in the globalized industrial agri-food regime.

Local food movements in Taiwan

In this section, I examine the initiation and development of local food movements as
interrelated food system initiatives in Taiwan in order to shed light on the politics of food
localism. The following sections discuss the emergence of two local food movements – the
SFM and the LCFM –with particular emphasis on the history of how they were established,
the motivations of their activists, and the strategies employed in advancing them.

Creating local food movements

Taiwan is not new to some of the principles of food localism. For instance, the notion of
relations of proximity has existed in the form of producer or consumer cooperatives and
farmers’ associations in many regions in the country.1 Moreover, open-air farmers’
markets have existed for a long time, but these sites are mostly operated by middleper-
sons, and they face decline and fierce competition from supermarkets. As these food
institutions that already promote food localism are confronting competition amidst the
growing globalized and industrialized agri-food complex in Taiwan, new waves of local
food movements are emerging.

The two established local food movements in Taiwan are the SFM and the LCFM. The
SFM originated in Italy and is rooted in the notion of consumer rights and the belief that
citizenship is embedded in ethical consumption practices involving “resistance against
both globalization and the hegemony of large processed food conglomerates” (Chrzan
2004). In Taiwan, the idea of Slow Food was introduced by intellectuals who had studied
abroad. The SFM has only one organized chapter in Taiwan, with low visibility in the
media. When the word “slow food” appears in public discourse, it is mostly used as a label
by Taiwan’s local government to sell local culture. Local food campaigns related to slow
food, such as the “2018 Hakka Slow Food Season Campaign” and the “Slow Food
Festival” in Tai-Tung, are burgeoning. In other words, “slow food” is a catch-all term
in the advertising of local food, and it has no connection to the SFM in Italy. For instance,
in 2019, a local government in Miaoli established a “slow food” pavilion to showcase local
ingredients and serve snacks to tourists.

The LCFM, on the other hand, is a grassroots initiative supported by both the state and
several nongovernmental organizations to promote local food for environmental protec-
tion purposes. The “Low-Carbon Food program” (Di tan yin shi yun dong, literally, “to
reduce food mileage movement”) is a representative case study of public-private colla-
boration initiatives.2 The food mile movement in Taiwan has been incorporated into the
LCFM. In 2011, the Ministry of Environment of Taiwan published a manual on the low-
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carbon diet and invited NGOs to apply for funding to execute their projects. Since then,
several local governments (such as Taoyuan, Taichung and Tainan) have started certify-
ing “low-carbon, environmentally friendly restaurants.” Restaurateurs’ ability to follow
a set of principles in cooking and in the selection of food sources and utensils were also
identified as major factors that should be considered (Hu et al. 2013) when analyzing
efforts to reduce the carbon footprints of food supply chains. Most of the activities hosted
directly by municipal officers take place in schools or community centers. The target
audiences are families and students who are encouraged to eat more locally sourced food
and consume less meat. In rural regions, low-carbon food policy refers to the incorpora-
tion of organic agriculture into school gardens and meal plans. The scope of NGO
projects is broad, including “low-carbon food” film festivals, cooking competitions, and
agricultural community empowerment projects. Farmers’ markets in Taiwan also self-
identify as low-carbon environmental education sites.

It is apparent that the government has a role to play in the development of local food
systems in Taiwan, especially in the LCFM. Apart from setting guidelines and incentive
systems, the state also supports agricultural businesses and young, individual farmers and
invests heavily in innovations in agricultural science and technology. The state has
promoted the production of non-genetically modified organisms and organic food and
has also promoted and created online traceability, certification, market price systems, and
direct markets since 2013. Moreover, it supports new industries, such as local wineries, to
sustain rural tourism.

Much of the local food movement, however, is driven from the ground up. Along with
local governments, individuals, mostly foreign-educated elites, have been essential in
establishing local food initiatives. Intellectuals (e.g., food writers, journalists) and fine-
dining chefs are particularly familiar with and interested in the SFM and related concepts
(e.g., terroir). These individuals also play a leading role in educating consumers about the
abundance and quality of local ingredients, and they make references to LCFM. For
example, in 2004, Qingsong Lai, who holds a law degree from a Japanese university,
started the first community-supported agriculture (CSA) model in Yilan County of
Taiwan. Borrowing the CSA model that he saw in Japan, Lai quickly recruited 1,500
urban supporters and published a book on his experiences. Lai’s book tours on CSA were
successful in appealing to fellow youth who long for an idyllic rural lifestyle, and he
quickly became a model figure for the younger generation of farmers. Another case in
point is US-trained academic Shih-Jui Tung, who initiated the first organic farmers’
market in 2007 based on the model of farmers’ markets he saw in the US. In less than
a decade, the number of farmers’ markets serving alternative agro-food networks had
grown to 98 locations throughout Taiwan (Tung 2007, 2009; Tsai 2016). Facing keen
competition from wholesale and retail markets because access to fresh food is relatively
much easier in Taiwan than in the West, Tung and others advised the farmers in the
farmer’s markets to specialize in niche goods (e.g., organic tea, coffee, soymilk, rare
vegetables or fruits). Tung’s vision is to make farmers’markets in Taiwan a place for local
communities to foster ties with farmers, to educate consumers about low-carbon food,
and to help farmers grow. Therefore, many initiatives to equip farmers with new tools to
build relations with their consumers began to thrive. In these initiatives, farmers learn
about how to write blog posts for the public or how to host tours on environmental
education at their farms.
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Although the local food movement has borrowed many ideas from the West, these
ideas are domesticated and blended with local traditions and beliefs, making it easier to
disseminate foreign ideas among Taiwanese communities in and beyond Taiwan. It
should be noted that there is a strong religious influence on the local food movement
in Taiwan. Many organic farmers believe that organic agriculture conforms to the
doctrines of the Buddhist philosophy of compassion, not killing animals and maintaining
a harmonious relationship between humans and the environment. This set of beliefs has
also made it easier to sell organic food to followers of Buddhism. For instance, Taiwan’s
largest chain retail stores for local organic foodstuffs are operated by a Buddhist sect. The
Buddhist organic stores sell only organic vegan food and have expanded to 131 retail
outlets in Taiwan and 31 overseas outlets serving customers in North America,
Singapore, Malaysia, Mainland China and Australia. This is an example of how sustain-
able food ideas are imported and blended with local beliefs and how new hybrid concepts
of sustainable food are in turn exported and globalized through networks with Taiwanese
Buddhist beliefs.

Thus far, the combined effects of state-led support and bottom-up initiatives in
promoting food locavorism point to promising signs. In the past, distributors have treated
information on food growers as a trade secret. To regain the trust of consumers, many
retailers have begun to disclose the names of farmers and their origins when advertising
food products. Currently, information transparency, personalized food relations, and
shorter food circuits are becoming widely accepted in Taiwan. This shift indicates that
food growers have acquired the symbolic capital of quality and morality, while consumers
now see themselves as participating in a moral discourse about sustaining the livelihood of
small farmers. In the next section, I detail activists’ motivations and perceptions of the
local food movements and how they generally make meaning of “local food” in relation to
their values and beliefs. I also provide a profile of who the activists are.

Activists and entrepreneurs and their motivations

When I asked how and why my informants became involved in local food movements,
they discussed a range of issues, such as appropriate agricultural methods, environmental
degradation, the health of farmers, food sovereignty, concerns about culinary authenti-
city, food heritage, and food safety. Almost all of my informants expressed suspicion of
transnational agri-food conglomerates and were wary of the health effects of conven-
tional food production and consumption practices on themselves and their families. One
example is Meng-Ching, a 44-year-old housewife and an active member of an NGO
supporting the LCFM. While sharing her motivation to participate in food protests and
community-supported activism, she showed me a picture of her two school-age sons’
feet, which were dirty from working and playing in rice fields in a CSA during the
weekend. She said,

My husband and I used to order take-out food as the family dinner for several years before
and even after I left my former job as a community developer and became a housewife.
One day I realized my sons’ taste favored the strong flavor of food with a lot of additives, and
I started to make up my mind to learn how to cook. Then, I joined a book club on slow food
and started lecturing about slow food in different kindergartens and elementary schools . . . .
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Consumers’ health concerns go beyond the self and the nuclear family. Meng-Ching, for
example, joined a purchase group affiliated with an environmental organization that
supports an alternative food system. Although she originally made this decision due to
concerns about her family’s health, she soon discovered the broader politics around the
social and environmental aspects of food. She participated in courses and organized book
clubs with other members to study what “slow food” means. She also experimented with
ways to incorporate children’s food education into schools, teaching children as
a volunteer at libraries and schools and even occasionally joining street demonstrations
to support local farmers. Because the topic of local food is so popular, Meng-Ching even
has a new part-time job as an adjunct lecturer at a local college, where she teaches courses
on Food and Society.

A general concern for the welfare of farmers appears to be an important part of
activists’ motivations. Another activist and CSA participant, for example, expressed her
concerns about the health of farmers. She shared, “I still remember during dinner time in
my childhood, my mother and the neighbors would exchange information about which
neighbor was poisoned by a chemical pesticide and sent to the hospital.” Activists would
also mention the need to protect the livelihoods of farmers and ensure their food
sovereignty. Thus, they are always cautious about new agricultural technologies. For
example, some of the grassroots activists I conversed with were concerned that the
development of agricultural biotechnology would result in domination by multinational
agrochemical companies, leading to the marginalization of small-scale local farmers and
the degradation of local environments. In one meeting I observed, an activist stated that
agricultural biotechnology is “unethical, unnatural and uncultural” because genetically
modified organism (GMO) technology is a strategy devised by transnational corporations
to seek new domains of capital accumulation in a neoliberal global economy. GMO
technology clashes with the tradition of small-scale farming in Chinese society as well as
with local values and cultural beliefs that nature should be altered as little possible. These
attitudes are reminiscent of Heller’s (2007) observation in France, where small farmers
label GMO food as “uncultural,” associating it with techno-science and industry-
produced food.

Small farmers and activists view food safety issues as an opportunity to provide an
alternative vision of the foodscape. The LCFM provides them with a chance to discuss the
potential to safeguard cultural heritage and strengthen the cultural identity of producers.
My interviews with informants about the limitations of conventional systems are sug-
gestive of a “thick democratic imagination.” Thick democratic imagination refers to
a scenario in which “a public is confronted with a challenge and responds by discussing
the problem, imagining myriad possible solutions, and identifying a range of tactics to
advance solutions” (Perrin 2006).

To distinguish their local food movement from food globalization, my informants
emphasized their role in preserving local food traditions through educational events. For
young farmers from indigenous communities, the local food movement means reclaim-
ing the cultural identity and pride associated with local food. The activists are engaged in
preserving indigenous seeds and support actions against food made with GMOs.
Nostalgia for “the good old days” was often mentioned in dialogues with my informants,
as if the purity of food had been compromised by the advances of food science,
technology, and the homogenization of foodways due to globalization.
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It should be noted that many of the local food movement activists I interviewed have
a distinctly similar background. They are mostly middle-class with high levels of education,
and many are women. They share similar identities as the Japanese housewives in Robin
LeBlanc’s ethnography Bicycle Citizens (1999), except that my informants rode scooters and
communicated with one another through social media. Their belief systems justify their
motivations and decisions to participate in the local foodmovement. They believe that their
ethical consumption of food is a means of fulfilling ecofeminist ideals and of actualizing the
Chinese philosophy of human-nature relations.3 From the Chinese perspective, culture and
nature are not a set of binary oppositions. Instead, they form one continuous process of
development that entails nurturing the material and semiotic worlds.

While two of the main motivations for supporting LCFM and SFM are health and
environment, the interviews show that Taiwan’s local food activists and entrepreneurs
are also motivated by strong doubts about the future brought about by the effects of food
globalization. In some cases, the line is blurred between food activists and entrepreneurs,
as enterprise owners and culinary professionals are also involved in activism. In the
following section, I analyze the strategies that food businesses and activists employ to
advance local food movements in Taiwan; many of these strategies also rely on the forces
of globalization.

Advancing the movement

Most of the locavore chefs recognize a threshold price that consumers are willing to pay,
but they also use their creativity to highlight the incomparable flavor of locally sourced
ingredients. For the restaurateurs, branding local food as crafty and handmade meets
consumers’ increasing demands for small quantities and information transparency with
regard to ingredients and food preparation. Some of the restaurants also host cooking
workshops to enhance consumers’ appreciation of locally sourced ingredients. Through
word of mouth, most local chefs retain a group of loyal customers who identify with their
attitudes and values.

Food businesses have taken advantage of online platforms to sell local products while
advancing local food advocacy. Virtual stores, for example, have become popular chan-
nels through which to sell the harvests of small farmers, and social media platforms make
it convenient to take orders and maintain producer-consumer relations. After a series of
food crises in 2014, many virtual food hubs claimed that their sales of locally produced
food doubled in the first half of 2015 compared with 2014 (Apple Daily 2015).

The local food activists I interviewed heavily emphasized consumer education and
ethical consumption as essential for change. These activists use diverse strategies to
engage consumers both online and offline and take advantage of their connections
with journalists, legislators, university professors, and government officials. Many of
them recognize the importance of media, in particular social media. Region- or subject-
based food media have burgeoned in the past decade, such as Eastern-Taiwan Food
Communications and Rice Communications. Food purchasing groups also have their own
magazines, social network sites, and newsletters. Media and NGO activists are dedicated
to changing the stereotypes of agriculture and food education, and they attempt to appeal
to citizens/consumers with better infographic designs, games, and even cartoon illustra-
tions. The appearance of social media sites also reduces the public relations (PR) costs
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that NGOs face in attempting to spread their messages. Word-of-mouth and personal
communications with different segments of the population are seen as more effective and
cost efficient than mass media outlets. Nancy, a 45-year-old food activist and former
department store PR staff member, said,

When I first participated in the NGO sector, I couldn’t get used to it because I thought that
the best way was to spend a huge budget on public relations and advertising. But with time,
I realized that the agenda-setting of NGOs is different from commercial sectors. We need to
find the midway between commercial marketing and NGO marketing. People need time to
digest and understand the agenda of NGOs, which often involves in-depth knowledge and
experience. The depth and quality are more important than the quantity of NGO events.

The introduction of social networking sites to Taiwan in the past decade has enabled
activists, food businesses, and journalists to establish new platforms to extend their reach
online. In the experience of participants, the depth of media content, visualization of
data, and word-of-mouth reputation are all important factors in the success of the
campaigns. In some cases, the adoption of social network sites and digital maps has
effectively coordinated different NGOs and community colleges. For urban citizens,
social networking sites are the most efficient way to disseminate information, whereas
in rural areas, newspapers or other printed media still play an important role in
campaigns. Social media have made it easier to recruit volunteers and maintain fan pages.

Interestingly, the strategies employed in advancing the local food movement have
relied on transnational forces and networks. As I mentioned earlier, quite a few initiatives
have been founded by individuals who had training or formed some connection with
food traditions abroad. After all, the local food movements in Taiwan were inspired by
movements elsewhere, e.g., the SLM originated in Italy, while CSA communities in
central Taiwan were modeled after the Shumei Natural Agriculture system in Japan.
The movements have also relied on reputations that have international currency. Many
of the culinary professionals involved in advancing the movement were invited to do so
primarily because of their “world-class” reputation or their training in the West. For
instance, a Taiwanese winner of a world-class pastry competition in France, Bao-Chun
Wu, shared his recipes with small farmers and helped them develop their own brands of
agricultural products using language that creates a personal touch, thereby creating
a noticeably “authentic” feel. Wu’s endeavor has successfully assisted many farmers in
finding a niche market. Food activists have also leveraged transnational representations
in their promotion of local food in Taiwan. In 2013, for example, Nancy (the activist
I described above) traveled to the World Exposition in Milan, where she took pictures
and wrote stories about LCFM and SFM in Europe, shared them on social media, and
turned them into a book. She invited chefs specializing in French cuisine to invent new
dishes using local ingredients in Kaohsiung and shared the recipes on the Internet as her
food localizing project.

The introduction of global culinary practices has also contributed to the flourishing of
the local. For example, the Michelin Guide, which was introduced in Taiwan in 2018, has
encouraged local chefs to fuse foreign-style cooking and local ingredients and reverse the
stereotyping of local ingredients as “flavorless” or “cheap.” Taiwan became the fifth
market in Asia to be covered by the storied French guide, which only recently began
devoting attention to Asia. This phenomenon indicates that Taiwan’s local ingredients
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and food culture are on par with those of other culinary destinations across North
America, Europe, and Asia.

The involvement of the culinary profession in the movement has also encouraged the
marketing of the local. Currently, local gastronomy is deemed potentially profitable with
regard to boosting sales to the overseas market and increasing the traffic of international
tourists to Taiwan. Meiyum, who studied at the University of Gastronomic Sciences of
Italy and is now a founder and organizer of a food education initiative, has a vision of
applying the concept of terroir she learned in Europe as a possible national branding
niche for Taiwan’s food industry. She explained,

Terroir, season, and species should be more clearly spelled out so that the food culture of
Taiwan can become more visible. Our customs and skills of making marinated food or
brewing could be useful in reducing unnecessary food waste. Look at the case of Korea. The
Koreans discuss kimchi as their national identity and market it to the whole world! We
should train foreign chefs to learn Taiwanese cuisines. In fact, many chefs have looked to
Taiwanese food for inspiration, such as André Chiang. This is an opportunity to market our
food overseas.

The intermingling of the global with the local has blurred the lines between the two. The
culinary elements that may now be considered “local” in Taiwan, if viewed from
a historical perspective, may have an extralocal past. For example, the pastry chef
discussed above, Bao-Chu Wu, promotes wheat in his local food advocacy. Even if
wheat is now locally sourced in Taiwan, it was only during the Japanese occupation
that such a crop was introduced. It became popularized during the postwar period as
a result of American aid, significantly changing the diets of Taiwanese consumers over
the last several decades.

Discussion and conclusion

As shown in the cases in the previous sections, local foodmovements in Taiwan emerged in
the context of a global/transnational discourse of sustainable and healthy food, and these
movements are often motivated by integrating local religion/belief and ecofeminist con-
cerns. In other words, the case studies in this article illustrate the mixing of conceptions of
the “local” in the Asian context. Local food activists and enterprises who use strategies to
advance the local foodmovement in Taiwan leverage transnational and global symbols and
representations of food localisms, which they mix with local cultural values to shift public
interest toward a return to domestic foods and ethical consumption in Taiwan.

My findings also show that LCFM has transformed the production side, while SFM is
potentially changing the cultural tastes of local consumers by commodifying the idea of
“slow food” and terroir. Meanwhile, both SLM and LCFM have provided venues for
democratic discussion of the localization of the food system and have the political
potential to change the social hierarchy of food in Taiwan by elevating the status of
ethnic cuisines. For example, in a documentary series “Ten Seeds from Ten Aboriginal
Tribes,” broadcast on the Aboriginal Television Station from 2015 to 2016, indigenous
food traditions – millet, sorghum, Formosa lamb quarters, red glutinous rice, black rice,
pigeon beans, green bamboo shoots, brown rice bran, sweet potatoes, and wild vegeta-
bles – are shown to be gaining new status as healthy foods or superfoods and winning
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more favor from urban consumers. As a result, this new trend has increased job
opportunities in indigenous communities and sustained food-related legends and rituals,
sometimes supported by government subsidies in the name of “low-carbon, sustainable
food” initiatives.

Although there are uncertainties and ambiguities in the future trajectory of the
globalization of healthy and sustainable food, the ethnographic data indicate that the
interactions of globalization and localization are more complex than previously thought.
This article’s findings have shown that ideas and values associated with sustainable and
healthy food are domesticated, adapted, localized and hybridized in creative ways to
adapt to local contexts in Taiwan. While ideas and knowledge about collective purchas-
ing groups, CSA, low-carbon food or slow food transcend national and cultural bound-
aries, they are blended with local religions and traditional values. In this process, “local
food” is rebranded as a new lifestyle commodity and even packaged for sale to overseas
Taiwanese communities. Local food has become both a solution for responsible innova-
tion (Grasseni 2014) and a commodity of terroir (Hinrichs 2003; Feagon 2007), but the
distance of the food chain is not necessarily shortened. This article also briefly touches on
the issue of how new media technology has created new opportunities for entrepreneurs
and activists and fueled the transformation of everyday discourse and practices, fostering
new connections and opportunities among international and local activists. Through
new media, activists and entrepreneurs can not only build local and transnational net-
works but also leverage the cosmopolitanism of consumers.

Local food activism is not without limitations. First, leveraging the global discourses on
sustainable and healthy food movements could also lead to tolerating social inequality at
the local level. Both SFM and LCFM were initiated by people from the middle class, and
lower-class consumers residing in urban areas or college students who have less purchas-
ing power are often excluded from these movements. Second, more full-scale studies on
lifecycle assessments of the local food system and the contingencies of its advantages are
needed. Local food movements in Taiwan focus on “scale” without discussing whether the
practices of all small farmers are environmentally sustainable. There are young, educated
farmers who are open to experimentation and the certification of sustainable agriculture,
but there are other small farmers who are reluctant to participate in sustainable agricul-
ture. Third, the movements often emphasize “home cooking” instead of “dining out” as
a solution to the problems of the food system, but too much focus on this solution may
reinforce preexisting gender inequalities at the household level.

Notes

1. To explore the role of alternative food in rural development, this study employs the three
categories of alternative or short food supply chains (SFSCs) as defined by Henk Renting,
Terry Marsden and Jo Banks (2003): organic farming, quality production, and direct selling.
There are also three modes of alternative food sales: face-to-face interaction, relations of
proximity, and extended relations.

2. The concept of “food miles” originated in the United Kingdom in the 1990s to refer to “the
distance that food travels from its production to consumption” (Sustainable Development
Committee (U.K.) 2011).

3. Ecofeminism refers to a gender propensity that aligns with nurturance, care, and reciprocity
to ensure “the survival and robustness of all life systems on the planet” (Mallory 2013).
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