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Abstract: This interdisciplinary research analyses the relationships between food sovereignty prin-
ciples and food and wine tourism in rural contexts by asking how rural tourism stakeholders
understand these concepts, mobilize the interrelationships, and to what purpose. Wine and food
tourism is one of the fastest-growing rural tourism niches, with effects on the orientation of food
systems, the livelihoods of producers, the viability of rural communities, and the biophysical environ-
ment. Secondary research and semi-structured interviews provide insights into how qualities of food
sovereignty transitions are conceptualized, recognized, developed, supported, and promoted in the
case of British Columbia’s South Okanagan Valley. An appreciative approach was used because this
research aims to understand rural food and wine tourism’s potential contribution to food sovereignty.
Although the term ‘food sovereignty’ did not resonate for most participants, qualities of a transition
towards food sovereignty such as reorienting agriculture, food processing and consumption to the
local region, supporting rural economies and environmental sustainability were considered integral
to rural food tourism. Participants saw future opportunities for rural food and wine tourism to
serve broader transformative purposes that would benefit locals, visitors, and the environment.
Research results could be used to inspire critical academic, community and policy dialogue about
food sovereignty in wine and food tourism destinations.

Keywords: rural tourism; Okanagan; food sovereignty; agritourism; wine tourism; food tourism;
transformative tourism

1. Introduction

Rural communities in Canada are diverse, but agriculture continues to be the social
and economic foundation of many of them. Despite or perhaps sometimes because of
the challenges faced by rural communities, they are also home to great strengths, which
include the ability to organize and educate Canadians about local and sustainable food
systems. In fact, many food sovereignty strategies are grounded in the contemporary and
historical practices of Canada’s agricultural communities [1]. Rural food tourism’s role as a
food sovereignty strategy which connects rural and urban communities through a shared
appreciation for environmentally sustainable and socially just food has not been deeply
explored.

This research takes an appreciative approach to investigating the relationships between
food sovereignty principles and tourism in rural agricultural contexts by asking how rural
tourism actors in the South Okanagan Valley of British Columbia, Canada understand these
concepts, mobilize the interrelationships, and to what purpose. First, relevant literature on
food sovereignty and rural food tourism, which includes agritourism and wine tourism,
are synthesized and opportunities identified. Second, the research case community is
introduced. Third, the qualitative, appreciative research method is described. Fourth,
results are thematically presented. Finally, the results are discussed in relationship to
the existing literature and next steps are proposed. This research makes an important
contribution because without improved understanding of the interrelationships between
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tourism and food sovereignty, it is impossible to proactively safeguard rural regions from
the negative effects of tourism, or to foster the potential positive contributions that rural
food tourism might make to food sovereignty transitions.

1.1. Food Sovereignty

With roots in the international peasants’ movement, food sovereignty emerged as
part of a “response to the failure of current approaches to alleviate the linked challenges
of global food insecurity and environmental degradation” [2] (p. 174). The concept
of food sovereignty has been taken up by a broad cross-section of social movements
and non-governmental organizations including farmer organizations, Indigenous rights
organizations, and environmental groups [3]. Food sovereignty movements frequently
support the expansion of agroecology, which is generally understood as an ecology of
food systems that includes innovative approaches to agroecosystem management and
social action devoted to transformational food system change for sustainability [4–6]. The
movement is not without contentious issues and internal disagreement [7–9]; however,
there are six key themes evident in the food sovereignty literature: food for people, value
for food providers, local food systems, local decision making, knowledge and skill building
and work with nature [7].

1.2. Rural Food Sovereignty

Canadian rural agricultural communities face numerous distinct challenges related to
food sovereignty such as declining farm incomes, higher food costs, fewer family owned
farms and depopulation [1,10–12]. These challenges are related to the extensive changes
in Canadian agriculture over the past 50 years as agriculture sought to maximize farm
productivity through intensification, concentration, and specialization; these market-based
approaches primarily benefited larger producers [13–15].

These productivist shifts in agricultural practices and policies decreased commodity
prices and necessitated the further industrialization of agricultural activities to achieve
greater economies of scale which further supports agri-food sector concentration [15–17],
and has placed an economic strain on small family farm enterprises which have been
the historic foundation of the rural economy in many Canadian regions [10,18]. While
yields and gross farm revenue increased over the past three decades, farmers’ share of that
value has decreased significantly [19]. Local infrastructure and equipment are frequently
lacking, making rural communities and smaller growers dependent upon highly centralized
infrastructure for food production such as abattoirs and grain storage [16] and farmers
are increasingly pressured to enlarge and corporatize, resulting in a decreasing number of
farms [20].

High-volume, low-priced commodities such as canola, wheat and soybeans and foods
with high costs, such as beef and seafood, are exported, while higher-value products
such as wine, baked goods and produce are imported. As a result, Canada’s food system
loses biodiversity, becomes more export dependent, and forgoes lucrative opportunities to
contribute value-added activities [21]. In addition, the pressure to maximize production
under this model creates dependencies on technology and chemicals which degrade the
natural environment [19] and make the food system more vulnerable to external pressures.

The types of crops that are grown and how the land is farmed in rural agricultural
communities can be market-driven rather than serving community food needs [16]. Despite
living near sites of food production, some rural people face systemic barriers that make this
food inaccessible [8] (p. 919). Poverty is higher and food more expensive in rural areas and
remote communities, making it more difficult for residents to afford nutritious store-bought
food. Long distances to stores and a limited public transportation can aggravate the effect
of poverty on food access [22]. Globalization has dramatically altered agriculture and rural
agricultural communities. Rural tourism has been one response to these challenges.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 1808 3 of 18

1.3. Rural Tourism

As rural communities struggled with economic, social, cultural, environmental, and
political changes connected to globalization, tourism became an increasingly popular
economic development mechanism [23,24]. Rural areas were perceived as having re-
tained traditional landscapes and values, which appealed to urban residents who saw
rural tourism as an escape from modernity and the physical and mental exhaustion of
work [24–27].

Rural economic development through tourism operated within a neoliberal political
and economic context that placed responsibility for economic growth with localities and
relied on increasing entrepreneurship [24]. Tourism was recognized by rural communities,
and by governments, as a valuable activity that offered rural regeneration benefits with
manageable risks, particularly in areas with declining agriculture, resource extraction and
industrial production [28]. It did not require intense capital investments, was built on
existing local assets, and was largely small scale. Entrepreneurial opportunities in rural
tourism began to attract new, often skilled and well-resourced lifestyle migrants from
cities [29].

Tourism impacts are particularly acute and widespread because tourism turns the
concepts of import and export ‘on their heads’ by importing people as its export [24];
therefore, unlike many other types of economic development, tourism development affects
the entire community and their collective resources, regardless of whether they are directly
involved in, or benefitting from, the development. Rural tourism can negatively impact the
cultural, social, economic and environmental sustainability of rural communities. From air
travel, to accommodation, to waste disposal, to infrastructure requirements, the negative
environmental impacts from tourism-related activity are significant [24,30,31]. Many
ecologically sensitive rural tourist destinations are at even greater risk of environmental
degradation from tourist activity [32]. There can also be pressure that local environmental
resources be sacrificed in efforts to satisfy market demands [33]. Tourism growth in
rural areas can destroy the very culture, rurality and ecological diversity which attracts
tourists [34,35]. Food tourism may seem small scale, but impacts on local food systems
may be significant [36].

1.4. Rural Food Tourism

Food tourism, wine tourism and agritourism represent the fastest-growing rural
tourism niches [37]; therefore, it is critical to better understand how they affect rural
communities. Food tourism, wine tourism and agritourism are overviewed here with the
understanding that these tourism types are often described in this paper under the inclusive
term “rural food tourism.” Then rural food tourism’s relationship to food sovereignty
priorities is considered.

Agritourism, which includes activities such as farm markets, wineries, U-Picks, farm-
ing interpretive centres, farm-based accommodation and harvest festivals [38], is considered
an on-farm income diversification tactic that maintains farming activities and the agricul-
tural landscape [38–41]. Agritourism emerged across numerous rural areas beginning in
the 1970s as part of agricultural communities’ response to the economic, social, cultural,
environmental, and political effects of globalization [42].

Although drink is implied in the term food tourism, wine tourism is often treated as
a distinct form of tourism. Wine tourism is the most widely researched sub-category of
and predates research on food tourism [42]. Wine tourism commonly connects the wine
product with the destination to create a cultural experience of “consuming place” [43]. Since
most wine tourism in rural areas occurs at the cellar doors of farm wineries much wine
tourism is agritourism. The amenity value of vineyard production reflects the production–
consumption convergence of a valuable crop and a valued cultural product. Consumption
of wine, at the point of production, carries substantial class attachment [44,45].

Culinary tourism, gastronomy tourism, food tourism, food and drink tourism, and
food and beverage tourism are equivalent terms that refer to a type of special interest
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tourism category [42] focused on food and beverage attractions. Food tourism may or
may not be located on agricultural land, but always depends on agriculture. Food tourism
now includes the full range of experiences, cooking classes, producer visits, enjoying
street food, restaurants, wineries and brew pubs [46]. A frequently cited definition of
food tourism which specifies food as a primary motivator is that of Hall and Mitchell
(2001): “visitation to primary and secondary food producers, food festivals, restaurants and
specific locations for which food tasting and/or experiencing the attributes of specialist
food production regions are the primary motivating factor for travel” [47] (p. 308). A more
comprehensive definition, and the one used in this research, includes food tourists with
primary or secondary motivation. This distinguishes food tourism from the more generic
hospitality sector, but still captures food tourism activity by visitors who make the decision
to visit specific food tourism sites once in the location [42].

Multiple tourism researchers argue that rural food tourism development can benefit
food producers, rural communities and the environment. Food tourism can contribute to
economic regeneration that subsequently sustains local food systems in rural and peripheral
destinations [42,48,49]. Agritourism creates a mutually reinforcing development process
since food is produced for tourists and tourists are a market for food production [41]
which encourages the continuation of local agricultural practices and products, and the
preservation of agricultural landscapes [40,42]. For example, Sharples’ (2003) study of
the Chatsworth Farm shop found that rural food tourism renewed demand for local
products, which kept farms alive [50]. Like agritourism for other types of farmers, wine
tourism also offers economic benefits [37,42,51]. The provision of value-added services and
experiences diversify agricultural production, especially for small producers who profit
from direct to consumer sales and use tourism to create brand and product loyalty [52–54]
can potentially lead to longer-term changes to consumption patterns [55]. Johnson et al.
(2016) re-conceptualize agritourism tourism as a “place-based cultural activity that can
raise awareness, teach, and produce progressive social change” [56] (p. 8) in their research
on the Blue Ridge Women in Agriculture High Country Farm Tour, demonstrating that
food tourism can also be an experiential opportunity for tourists to restore the deep caring
for community and place required for global sustainability [57–59].

1.5. Food Sovereignty in Rural Food Tourism

Food sovereignty prioritizes the basic right to food for all, diverse local food systems,
local decision making, fair value for food providers and environmentally sustainable
practices. Rural food tourism that embodies these kinds of values is likely to have positive
social, cultural, economic and environmental effects, yet rural food tourism and food
sovereignty are seldom explicitly linked in the academic literature. The researcher is not
aware of any scholarly examples of food sovereignty being considered within a tourism
context in the Global North, though Santafe-Troncoso and Loring’s (2021) very recently
published Indigenous food sovereignty and tourism: the Chakra Route in the Amazon
region of Ecuador is an excellent example of food sovereignty being brought into food
tourism discourse in the Global South [60].

As seen in the description of the benefits given earlier, researchers in the Global
North argue that rural food tourism can reorient agricultural production to domestic con-
sumption, contribute to safeguarding adequate incomes for food producers and promote
environmental sustainability which are the qualities for transitions to food sovereignty
described by Wiebe, Nettie and Wipf (2011), but the connections are not directly established
or examined. There is also limited research regarding how rural tourism stakeholders
themselves conceptualize concepts related to sustainability [61] and by extension, food
sovereignty. Food sovereignty aspirations need to incorporate inclusive, equitable and
environmentally sustainable rural economies [8]. How might rural food tourism contribute
to inclusive, equitable and environmentally sustainable rural economies and other food
sovereignty priorities? This research explores how rural food tourism actors understand
and mobilize the concept of food sovereignty to support rural food tourism’s potential
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positive contributions to food sovereignty transitions in the context of British Columbia’
South Okanagan Valley.

1.6. Background on the South Okanagan

The South Okanagan (SO) is the southern portion of the approximately 260 kilometre
long and 130 kilometre wide Okanagan Valley located in the southern interior of British
Columbia (BC), Canada’s most western province, [62]. The region is 10,411.68 square
kilometres [63] and borders the Washington State county of the Okonogan (American
spelling) in the United States to the south, the Thompson-Nicola and Central Okanagan to
the north, the Fraser Valley to the west, and the Kootenay Boundary to the east.

The region has been home to the Sylix/Okanagan people for thousands of years and
is on unceded Syilx Okanagan territory [64]. The first Europeans to travel through the
Okanagan were fur traders in the early part of the 19th century. European settlement began
with a Catholic mission in the central Okanagan Valley in 1859. Gold miners followed in
the mid–late 1800s [65,66]. Most towns in the SO were incorporated between 1902 and 1946.
Travelling north to south the region begins with the district of Summerland (pop. 11, 615),
followed by the city of Penticton (pop. 33, 761), and then the towns of Oliver (pop. 4928)
and Osoyoos (pop. 5085). The SO also includes five rural electoral areas and the Osoyoos
(pop. 762) and Penticton Indian (pop. 1783) Reserves [67].

The region has a continental climate, with a growing season marked by long days
because of the latitude and low rainfall because of the Coastal Mountain Range. Tempera-
tures range from lows of −20 ◦C (−4 ◦F) in the winter to highs of +40 ◦C (104 ◦F) in the
summer. Low levels of humidity keep pest and disease pressure low, but make irrigation
essential. The series of lakes that runs through most parts of the Okanagan Valley provides
some natural moderation of the climate extremes, but frosts in spring and fall and extreme
winter cold are still agricultural risks [68]. The most southern portions of the Okanagan
Valley are semi-arid desert and not moderated by the large Lake Okanagan [66]. There are
serious concerns about the impact of climate change given the region’s arid climate [69].

The South Okanagan has a long history of supporting food production. The Sylix
people practiced a unique sustainable harvesting method which can be described as
permaculturing because of the dry climate [70]. The first European agriculture consisted
of cattle ranching and grain, which suited the open, arid landscape [65,66]. In the early
20th century, there were improvements to transportation with rail and steamboats, and the
provincial government’s South Okanagan Lands Project installed and operated gravity-fed
irrigation water. As a result, the landscape transformed from the brown of grazing land
and hay fields to green, pastoral orchards [65,66]. As of the 2016 Census, there were 1292
farms, down from 1506 in 2011. Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting represent 7.57%
of the RDOS workforce [71]. Of the 1292 farms, 912 were fruit and tree nut farms, of which
414 farms reported growing grapes [72].

The first grapes in the Okanagan were planted in mid 19th century by Father Pandosy,
a Catholic missionary, and there were some other early efforts at grape growing and wine
making, but the wine industry remained relatively small until the 1960s [65,66]. The modern
BC wine industry followed the signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) in January 1989. NAFTA’s terms made a wider range of wines available to
Canadian consumers at lower prices, which encouraged domestic wineries to focus on
producing quality vinifera grapes and wine. Up until that time, protections afforded to the
industry made innovation and quality improvements an unnecessary expense. Changing
market demand and government policy such as the Grape Wine Adjustment Assistance
Program (GWAPP) encouraged domestic wineries to focus on producing quality vinifera
(traditional European grape varieties) and wine and the number of wineries began to
significantly increase [65,66].

By 2015, there were approximately 929 grape growers in BC, with a combined vineyard
acreage of 10,260. Canada’s Wine Economy—Ripe, Robust, Remarkable (2015) showed that
the BC wine and grape industry contributed over $2.77 billion to the provincial economy:
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$1.95 billion in business revenue, $312 million tax revenues and $512 million wages. This
represented an increase of almost $760 million since 2011. The average bottle of wine made
in BC produces $33.84 of business revenue, $5.42 of tax revenue and $8.91 of wages [73].

There are now 280 wineries in 9 wine regions of BC designated with geographic
indicators [74]. The largest is the Okanagan Valley with 185 wineries [68]. Because of the
large size of the Okanagan Valley, the region is divided into five unofficial sub-regions to
reflect the varying geographic conditions in the different parts of the valley [68]. Four of
the five sub-regions and the vast majority of grapes grown in the Okanagan Valley are from
the SO. Together, the South Okanagan grows 71% of the province’s wine grapes [68].

In 2017, there was $18.4 billion total tourism revenue in BC, an increase of 41.3% in
a decade, and 16 million domestic and 5.6 million international visitors [75]. The BCWI
estimates that more than 1 million of these visitors engage in wine tourism annually.
BC wine tourism generated $246 million in revenue in 2015 and employed about 2615
employees. It is estimated that wine industry tourism generated $206.1 million of indirect
and induced revenue and $59.3 million of indirect and induced wages [73]. Tourism is a
major contributor to the SO’s regional economy [76]. Accommodation and food services
represented 9.67% of the RDOS workforce in 2016 [71].

The communities of the SO are part of the Thompson Okanagan tourism region, one of
six tourism regions in the province. Visitors to the Thompson Okanagan region represent
20% of provincial overnight visitation and 15% of related spending in 2017. The Thompson
Okanagan received 3,721,000 overnight visits in 2014 and generated over $1.4 billion in
related spending with most visits occurring during the peak summer month of July through
September. Domestic overnight travellers, predominately from BC followed by Alberta,
accounted for 85% of visitation and 83% of related spending. On average, tourists stayed
3.6 nights and spent $105 per night [77].

Historically, Okanagan tourism was associated with the region’s warm weather, or-
chards, and scenic landscape of lakes and mountains. The Okanagan’s “peaches and
beaches” continue to offer families an affordable vacation [78], but tourism in the SO has
evolved as the wine industry has grown. The Okanagan Wine Festival Society was instru-
mental in developing wine tourism as were the efforts of the Osoyoos Indian Band (OIB)
whose initiatives include the ‘Nk’Mip Cellars’ which opened in 2002 and over a thousand
vineyard acres [78]. The vast majority of agritourism activity in the region consists of
winery tasting room visits. Carmichel and Senese (2012) describe the current Okanagan
tourism as centred around wine and the “rural aesthetic” [79] (p. 169) Schell’s (2015)
Gourmet International award-winning cookbook The Butcher, The Baker, The Wine and
Cheese Maker illustrates how local cuisine has become a significant part of the Okanagan
wine country experience in the past decade [80].

Generally, research on tourism in the Okanagan is wine centric [44,81–83]; food
systems, agriculture, and critical perspectives are infrequent, though Poitras and Getz’s
(2006) research on the host community perspective on wine tourism in the South Okanagan
identified significant risks from wine tourism development to agriculture, the community
and the biophysical environment. Since then, Carmichael and Senese (2012) have applied
the stage model of destination development to sustainability and competitiveness of the
region’s wine tourism raising issues about the industry’s impact on social, cultural, and
environmental resources while Kerr’s (2020) unpublished Master of Public Policy thesis
explored the risk of overtourism in the region [84]. With these exceptions, the researcher
is not aware of follow-up on food sovereignty related themes. The researcher is only
aware of one peer-reviewed article specifically related to food tourism, culinary tourism
or agritourism in the Okanagan, Hjalmarson, Bunn, Cohen, Terbasket, and Gahman’s
(2015) discussion of migrant workers as the foundation of the regional food economy [85].
Although the wine industry has grown dramatically, these impacts have not received
significant attention, nor have the potentials for capitalizing on increased consumer interest
in sustainable food systems been studied.
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2. Materials and Methods

Theoretical considerations of food sovereignty are empirically investigated using
case study methodology. Semi-structured interviews with 28 rural food tourism actors in
the South Okanagan region of British Columbia were conducted in the period 2018–2019.
Two additional virtual interviews were conducted in 2019 with participants working at
national and international levels familiar with food tourism in the province. Participants
were selected based on their leadership roles in tourism-related governmental or non-
governmental organizations, such as destination marketing or management organizations,
industry associations, staff or elected representatives in local government. Several partici-
pants with more informal influence based on their public profile, educational attainments,
and/or innovative tourism offering were also included. These participants tended to be
younger than those involved in formal roles. Where their perspective seems unique, it is
noted, but with some caution because of the small sample size. Participants were identified
through internet searches of relevant organizations as well as through existing industry
knowledge and referrals.

An interview guide provided a starting point, but the interviews were semi-structured,
so evolved based on participants’ personal responses. The research questions were framed
positively because of the assumption that what we focus on becomes our reality [86].
Therefore, the findings reflect what participants thought worked. Notes were taken by
the researcher during the interviews and all interviews were audio recorded. After the
interviews, the researcher reviewed the notes and audio, which allowed the researcher to
hear and reflect more deeply on what participants were saying. Both direct transcription
and paraphrasing were used to create interview summaries. Each participant received
their interview summary via email and was asked to review it for accuracy and provide
any revisions as a quality control strategy. Several participants requested minor revisions
to their notes, either factual corrections or a request that a specific detail be altered or
removed to protect their anonymity or because that information was not publicly available.
Respondent validation of the interview transcriptions/notes was an important quality
control measure [87]. Interview summaries were then coded in NVivo using an iterative
approach and multiple readings where data were coded into categories, and then thematic
codes and sub-codes using content analysis [88].

The interviews were supplemented with other sources which included participant
observation documented in field notes and photographs, journal articles, books, documents,
and websites related to local, regional and provincial policies that intersect with food
tourism in the South Okanagan Valley. Tourism strategy documents were considered
particularly important sources because of their future orientation.

An appreciative approach was used which reflects central principles of Appreciative
Inquiry (AI): the constructivist principle which refers to the ongoing social process by which
we create our reality, the simultaneity principle which means that inquiry and change
occur simultaneously, the poetic principle which stresses the importance of language and
metaphor, the anticipatory principle where the vision of the future guides current behaviour,
and the positive principle which requires social bonding to facilitate change [89]. In addition
to addressing the shortcomings of problem-based research, appreciative approaches foster
self-reinforcing positive relationships within the research organization or community and
lead to better performance [86,90,91]. There are few studies in the tourism field where
AI was used [92–94]; however, Nyaupane and Poudel (2012), Koster and Lemlin (2009)
and Aziz et al. (2013) advocate for AI as a promising tourism research tool to understand
tourism potentials in rural communities.

A significant critique of appreciative approaches is that by stressing the positive, the
negative is dismissed [95]. The fear is that as a result of this positivity bias, a partial version
of the truth emerges and analysis is inaccurate [96]. In view of the extensive problem-based
work that has already been performed in rural tourism research, it is possible that a partial
version of the truth (negative) has already emerged, and appreciative research can make
contributions to the wider rural tourism and cultural sustainability fields through other
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partial truths (positive). An appreciative approach is not proposed as a panacea for all
research challenges or as a replacement for other research approaches. Its value is that it
offers researchers and communities “another worldview and methodology for framing and
conducting tourism research . . . which initiates positive changes in communities” ([93] p.
986). Although an appreciative approach limits the type of evidence gathered, this is an
intentional limitation based on the belief that communities and organizations develop in
the direction of what is investigated [97]. The line of questioning and the research design
intend to foster the construction of positive social realities as determined by participants.
This research concerns not “arriving at an eternal truth,” but “developing ideas that help
people to do things” [98] (p. 195).

3. Results

Each participant brought a perspective informed by their own experience. As a result,
there were both common themes and points raised by one or only a few participants
that are nevertheless very important to gaining a comprehensive understanding of how
principles of food sovereignty are understood and used in rural food tourism. Efforts
are made in the section below to convey the prevalence of particular qualitative findings.
Sometimes this is achieved using adjectives such as few, some, many, most that describe
patterns along a frequency continuum. At other times, frequency is quantified with the
number in parenthesis following a statement indicating the number of respondents who
expressed that idea. Direct quotes are attributed to specific participants by their numeric
code. Quotes from two participants with previous experience in the South Okanagan, but
who were interviewed in their capacity for a comparative case are also used to provide
examples and are coded as Participant B.

The term food sovereignty was introduced by participants unprompted only twice
despite being used several times in the consent form. When asked directly about how they
understood food sovereignty, responses ranged from completely unfamiliar to very familiar,
with the majority being in the middle of that range. Of those participants who were not
familiar with the term, many could infer a general meaning by combining food with their
understanding of sovereignty. For example, Participant 2 reasoned that since sovereign
means controlling that which is within our boundaries, food sovereignty might refer to
control over the food that is grown and sold within our boundaries. Some participants
who were unfamiliar with food sovereignty thought that it might relate to Slow Food
or the 100 mile diet. For two participants, food sovereignty had negative connotations
that evoked the Quebec sovereignty movement and seemed to be a divisive term that
would be used for political reasons to scare, manipulate, influence, and instill a sense of
urgency. Several other participants saw the food sovereignty movement as a predominately
fear-based reaction to globalization. For example, food sovereignty was viewed as being a
reaction to the risks inherent in globalization’s long food supply chains, such as distant
events such as drought impacting the price of grain locally. There was a sense that trading
relationships created vulnerability to external threats. Food sovereignty was seen as a
climate change risk mitigation strategy and necessary consideration when “planning for
the apocalypse” (Participant 4). Food sovereignty was not considered a common concern
for tourism businesses. While tourism businesses may be “wanting to do the right thing”
and may be interested in local food and supporting local business, they were not thought
to tie initiatives such as sourcing locally back to food sovereignty (Participant 25).

A minority of participants were well acquainted with the term through their work and
personal lives. These participants generally understood food sovereignty as self-selected,
self-sustaining food systems. These participants thought that food sovereignty could be
local, regional, provincial or national in scale. At the regional level, the SO region was not
considered food sovereign because of the region’s reliance on imports and a lack processing
capacity, particularly for processing meat. Food sovereignty included cultural aspects
not fully captured by the sub-concepts of food security which referred to having enough
food, or food self-reliance which referred to sufficient internal food production. Poverty,
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organics, countering corporate power, protecting and enhancing practices such as foraging
traditional plants, seed saving, supporting local small producers, sourcing all food within
Canada, were mentioned in connection to food sovereignty. The Penticton Indian Band
(PIB) was described as having a food sovereignty approach on their lands. There were other
nuanced reflections about how food sovereignty could be understood and applied such as
whether it was possible to have sovereignty over something that has been appropriated.

3.1. Local Food

Eating “local” was mentioned in every interview. In fact, “local” was the 4th most
common word behind food, tourism, and wine. Overall, participants thought that residents
of the SO increasingly appreciated the “value in getting local food especially if it is grown
sustainably” (Participant 6). Local food was valued because it is better for the environment,
has a higher nutritional value, is fresher, supports the local economy and connects con-
sumers with producers. In terms of wine consumption, there is a well-developed culture
of local consumption; however, the higher cost of BC wine was observed. Irrespective of
desire to buy local, local wine and food culture participation is expensive in the Okanagan
and participants thought that the SO wine, restaurants, and agritourism events were not at
a price range that was affordable for many locals.

Local distribution of both wine and food was predominately to restaurants and
through busy farmers’ markets, particularly Penticton’s Farmers’ Market. These settings
were “where people who want the food and people who’ve got the food meet” (Participant
10). There was also one mention of community supported agriculture (CSA) in reference to
Localmotive a small local produce distribution company (Participant 5). Distributors such
as Sysco were described as becoming more sensitive to local food supplies evidenced by
their local test kitchen, local distribution, and respect for seasonal supply issues. However,
participants described a disconnect between what is grown in region and what is available
to purchase in grocery stores or eat in typical restaurants. Most of the produce available
at local grocery stores was transported into the region. This was attributed to contracts,
supply chain, and other variables that drive the product mix. Export was seen as important
for certain products. For example, cherry production is export focused, particularly to
Asian markets. This international renown was seen as critical to creating and maintaining
Canada’s food identity.

3.2. Local Livelihoods

Communities in the South Okanagan were described as being mutually invested
in each other’s success because the communities are so interconnected and a significant
percentage of the population is involved in agriculture, tourism, wine, and/or culinary.
In agricultural communities such as those of the SO, “food really drives the character
and flavour of a community” (Participant 2) so sustaining food, sustains community and
tourism helps build and sustains a sense of community identity. Tourism was described
as “a renewable resource as long as you don’t over tourist it” (Participant 1). In particular,
wine tourism was seen as creating demand for other agricultural products. Food and
beverage were central to branding the region for visitors and potential residents. Food
tourism creates brand ambassadors for wine and food and the destination, which can feed
future success. Participant 21 gave a personal example of running an orchard that would
lose money if its fruit was sold wholesale, but could profit with direct sales to tourists,
locals, and restaurants. Direct sales were seen as a win-win approach since the local farmer
makes a better margin and the consumer gets fresher produce at a better price. Adding
tourism experiences creates additional opportunities for farmers that are trying to diversify
for alternate revenue streams.

The agricultural lifestyle was considered an important aspect of why other industries
such as manufacturing and technology establish themselves in the South Okanagan. Other
newcomers to the South Okanagan create their own jobs through entrepreneurial activity
often centred on food and wine. The South Okanagan’s identity as a wine and food region
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attracted retirees with diverse backgrounds and interest in community involvement. It
also attracted younger people. The youngest BC participant, Participant 18, felt that there
were more younger farmers and entrepreneurs in food-related businesses moving to the
Okanagan. Participant 16, the second youngest participant, felt that “young working people
with families” were the ones setting a positive entrepreneurial tone. This demographic
vitality was considered essential to sustaining rural places.

The most economically viable agri-businesses are wine and other alcoholic beverage
producers who utilize tourism as the most lucrative sales channel. Wine was described
as having margin advantages, especially when scaled up, whereas other agriculture was
high cost and low margin. Wine tourism is the tourism development activity with the most
significant spin off and multiplier in terms of economic development in other tangential
sectors such as accommodation. Wine tourism was established with expanding the shoulder
season as a key objective. For example, the Okanagan Wine Festival was established because
tourism used to stop at Labour day and later the Spring Wine Festival was added for similar
reasons. Wine tourism successfully extended the season with several participants noticing
that September may have fewer visitors but they spend more.

Wine tourism has been transformative for the South Okanagan but “whether that
transformation filters into the rest of the community who aren’t so privileged is a big ques-
tion” (Participant 7). Multiple participants thought that it is important that development
which was intended to serve the community continues to serve the community, so the
tone of economic development should be about serving locals not catering to wineries.
Food tourism operators need to attract and retain staff, which requires an adequate supply
of affordable accommodation and fair wages. Animosity develops when service people
cannot afford a reasonable lifestyle as is the case in Napa Valley, California where there
are “full-time tasting room staff living in ghetto apartments in the back suburbs of Napa”
(Participant B22). A viable rural community depends on being able to give people a sense
of hopefulness about the future which becomes difficult when people cannot afford to buy
a home in the community where they grew up. Participant B19 explained that in the early
days of the BC wine industry’s development, “it was still relatively affordable for people
who were born and raised there and wanted to create a life for themselves and buy a home”
but this is no longer the case.

3.3. Local Environments

Agriculture’s potential for negative effects on the environment were acknowledged
by some participants. For example, there were concerns that vineyards and orchards have
contributed to degradation of natural habitat and that too much fertilizer and spraying
has produced negative consequences such as run off to lakes. Water usage was another
area of concern. Participants thought that locals have become more aware and concerned
about agricultural issues related to environmental impacts and health. Although the South
Okanagan climate allows growing without as much intervention, organic farming does
not dominate farming in the region. There was general agreement about the need for
agricultural practices that respect the land, but participants were not unanimous regarding
this necessarily being officially organic because some thought that in certain cases pesticides
may be necessary and may produce more nutritious food and not have negative residue.

South Okanagan participants described a cycle where food tourism incentivized the
region to protect food sources and protect the environment and agricultural landscape
where these foods are grown. Food tourism was seen as an incentive for the SO to protect
agricultural assets, which is important because it makes the SO a desirable place to live and
to visit. Sustaining local agriculture depended on farmers being able to make a livelihood,
so the opportunity to use agricultural land in food and wine tourism provided a means for
farmers to maintain the environmental, social, and cultural qualities of local agriculture. For
example, cideries ensure orchards stay in place and Farmers’ Markets protect food sources
and the infrastructure and relationships for local distribution. Even when the growth of
the wine industry meant transitioning from orchards to vineyards, the agricultural identity
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and aesthetic was protected. The objectives of agricultural land conservation were met
since the soil could be converted to other crop uses in the future if necessary.

The Okanagan wine industry was seen as having been a leader in some aspects of
sustainability, with several examples of wineries such as Monte Creek, Burrowing Owl, and
Summerhill making sustainability central to their brand. Wineries looking for less impact
can press growers to use more environmentally sustainable practices. It was considered
very significant when Mission Hill Winery announced that they were transitioning all
vineyards to organic, since Mission Hill is a large, premium, flagship winery. This shows
how “someone in a position of influence and leadership is making everyone turn their
head” (Participant 25). It allows other wineries to follow with less risk since they can
assume Mission Hill has performed viticulture and market research. Sustainability was
seen as a key part the South Okanagan’s appeal as a wine region that attracts visitors who
want to be part of a sustainable experience.

Many participants felt that wine has helped people value their local landscape. The
wine industry also celebrates and creates a market for other local food products and
culinary offerings. However, agriculture was seen as being vulnerable to market-driven
monoculture. Maintaining agricultural diversity was a priority expressed frequently in
the Okanagan (7). Participants described some community ambivalence towards wineries
because that agricultural land could be producing food. A10 referenced a t-shirt slogan that
read “we’re going to be drunk and hungry in our future if we don’t stop ripping orchards
out and putting grapevines in” which captured the sentiment.

A participant with experience that spanned the entire growth of farm wineries in BC
described now being overwhelmed by the number of new wineries. Participant B12 went
on to say:

I used to know everybody, anybody in the business, but not anymore and I was
just kind of sad to see all the other fruit gone because everything is in the grape
vines now and I guess anybody who is somebody has to have a winery . . . No
more apricot orchards . . . it’s all grapes.

The general sentiment was that South Okanagan needs to be very careful not to turn
into a monoculture for a variety of reasons. One reason participants felt it was important to
maintain agricultural diversity was environmental. Not being a monoculture was consid-
ered better for the environment because that diversity provides habitat, wildlife corridors,
symbiotic pests between crops and therefore less need for pesticide. Monocultures were
seen as more vulnerable to disease such as the spotted wing drosophila. Participants felt
that diversity was a risk mitigation strategy akin to “not putting all our eggs in one basket”
(Participant 3). Monoculture erodes local food supply, so was a threat to those valued
aspects of local food culture such as actually growing food. Monoculture also threatened
food tourism’s sustainability. It was argued that visitors want that agricultural diversity.
“Nobody wants to come and just see vineyards” (Participant 15). The landscape is attractive
to visitors and locals when it is mixed.

There was increasing awareness of the seriousness of the environmental situation,
especially climate change. There was a sense that there was more interest and openness
to these considerations in the last 5 or so years, with a growing recognition that there
is a business case for sustainable practices such as operational efficiencies, being able to
demand higher price, and being able to attract consumers and staff who value sustainability.
Local tourism operators were described as “hungry for a way to do that that still makes
sense for their business” (Participant 25). Because as Participant 12 argued, “you can’t talk
about sustainability unless they actually make money.”

3.4. Transformations for Food Sovereignty?

Participants described food tourism as contributing to changing the values and per-
spectives of locals and tourists in ways that moved towards a sustainable culture. Locals
may take the beauty of the agricultural landscape for granted. They are reminded to
appreciate their place when tourists come to enjoy their landscape, food and wine. Partici-
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pants thought that external recognition of something makes the people who are local to it
appreciate it more. Tourism was described as a “give and take” between hosts and guests.
Participants described tourism as an opportunity to build relationships. Food tourism
facilitated mutual exchange in particular because food is universal. Sharing food and drink
puts people at ease and creates comradery.

The transformative potential of food experiences to reconnect people with the natural
environment and with other people was seen as a core objective of food tourism. Several
participants felt there is often a disconnect in the food system between consumers and
producers and between consumers and the land. Food tourism was viewed as a means
to build human connections between consumers and producers and connections between
consumers and the natural environment. Ultimately, participants thought that these
deeper connections would transform cultural behaviour. These connections would increase
caring about rural places and thereby increase sustainable behaviour such as buying local.
Participant 18 described her food tourism initiative as aiming to get people to think in new
ways and ultimately to “break little habits one step at a time.” Direct experience could
potentially shift consumer interest from quantity to quality.

Participants thought that people needed to experience something to value it. Therefore,
time and sensory experiences were essential in the transformational learning experiences
described. Time with the visitor allows for a much deeper connection than a customer
would get just through a typical retail-type sale. Several participants had received feedback
from tourists about “ah ha” moments after tourism experiences. Food is experienced with
multiple senses and these “ah ha” experiences stressed sensory experience such as picking
and tasting fruit, or walking barefoot in the dirt a visceral, grounding experience which
Participant 20 found “makes people feel better.”

There were positive examples of how tourists learned about Indigenous culture,
history, and politics over the course of food and wine tours hosted by Indigenous guides.
Several South Okanagan participants expressed their own desire to learn about food from
local Indigenous people. Participants wanted to learn more about foraging, hunting, or how
to cook things. Some participants sensed distrust which they thought was understandable.
Non-Indigenous participants thought that Indigenous food knowledge keepers might
think: “what are your reasons, why are you interested in this, how are you going to exploit
us” (Participant 3). It was stressed that not every aspect of culture should be public and
that there was a fine line between “teaching and providing an experience and exploitation.”
Only telling part of the story is disrespectful, but there are things that are not for sharing.
Where certain things grow, plants used for medicines, and water sources must be guarded
and protected. Participant 19 shared an example about information being shared online
about a local spring. This distressed the community who knew from experience that it
would be exploited if that knowledge was shared.

4. Discussion

The connections participants made between rural food tourism and local food, liveli-
hoods and environments demonstrate that although the term food sovereignty did not
resonate for most participants, the qualities of a transition to food sovereignty identified
by Wiebe, Nettie and Wipf (2011) such as reorienting agriculture, food processing and
consumption to the local region, supporting rural livelihoods and communities, and envi-
ronmental sustainability were considered integral to rural food tourism. Participants also
described the power of transformative food tourism reconnect people with food systems
and with each other. However, there are important considerations that require deeper
attention.

There is a need to interrogate the concept of local from cultivation, through to pro-
duction, distribution and consumption [42,99,100], with attention to spatially, culturally,
socially, and economically determined power discrepancies. Probing how communities
decide which local people count as locals is an important area for reflection since local is
implicitly or explicitly determined by race, class, and gender [101]. Are colonial settlers
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local to a place where the Syilx/Okanagan people lived sustainably for thousands of years
and where they still affirm that the land is theirs since there is no treaty? [77] Which
locals can afford local food? The region depends on temporary foreign agricultural work-
ers, and expected almost 4500 seasonal workers in 2020, with 80% of participants in the
Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program returning annually [102]. Are their contributions
and rights respected? The wine country lifestyle tends to attract people and capital from
outside the region, a pattern that is well established in the South Okanagan. What are
the implications to food sovereignty if agricultural land owners are predominately from
outside the region? In addition, carbon emissions from air travel are oft neglected in food
tourism literature [103] and were not discussed by participants. Carbon emissions from
tourism should be discussed, as should the ironies of tourism being an export dependent
on bringing visitors out of their own local. Finally, considering how deeply tourism has
been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and how the pandemic has drawn attention
to food systems vulnerabilities, it is critical to revisit these themes in future research to
understand how perspectives have evolved. Critical perspectives such as food sovereignty
can highlight the interrelationships between various actors’ power, values, cultural norms
and motivations while appreciative research approaches keep the focus aspirational.

Participants’ vision of future wine and food tourism was centred on connection to
place and people and using food tourism to meet objectives which often focused on
transformational food tourism experiences. Yet, social meaning making and community
building aspects are mostly absent in the wine tourism literature with the exception of
Quintal, Thomas, and Phau’s (2015) discussion of service staff and Bruwer and Gross’
(2017) inclusion of employees and locals in their seven point scale of the winescape con-
struct [104,105]. It is not clear why these more purposeful or transformational aspects were
evident in this research, but are not prevalent in wine tourism research. There are a variety
of possibilities. For example, these particular participants had unique perspectives, these
types of transformational tourism ideas are quite recent and have not yet been captured
in academic work, the appreciative research design affected the type of responses and/or
this research examined a broader sustainability context where questions about food culture
and tourism prompted alternative impressions that would not have emerged in if studying
wine tourism in isolation.

Rural food tourism’s role in transformational cultural change was depicted by par-
ticipants and is generally shown in the literature as part of the green economy [106]. The
green economy is a neoliberal conceptualization, so market-based mechanisms such as
individual consumption are considered the most effective and efficient change agents and
are presented as an alternative to collective organization for policy change [101]. At a time
generally characterized by political disengagement, individual consumption has become
the political act [107].

Critical consumers have demanded more sustainable food and tourism practices and
there have been successes where alternative consumption movements have influenced
business in areas such as increased organic produce. However, the likelihood of trans-
formational effects from food tourism is limited because of the limited duration of these
experiences [108]. In addition, there are valid questions about how democratic a ‘vote
with your wallet’ orientation to local food is, given that “individuals participate in the
green economy not as equal citizens, but as consumers with unequal access to wealth and
products and as producers with unequal access to capital and markets” [101] (p. 10). Power
differentials and difficult trade-offs are neglected when the green economy is given as an
alternative to policy reform and collective organization [4,109].

Most participants focused on behavioural approaches to change, framed using the dom-
inant attitude, behaviour and choice paradigm. According to this paradigm, “people could
and would act differently if only they knew what damage they were doing” [110] (p. 4) but
many participants also recognized that individual choices are not made in isolation but within a
culture with its attendant norms and values and status signifiers. These participants were aware
of aspects of rural community sustainability such as equity and their ideas sometimes reflected
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the principles of food sovereignty despite the term not being a cultural fit. Food sovereignty
depends both on individual actions, such as participating in agritourism experiences and buying
local food, and on the ability to mobilize individual action into collective enterprises that alter
the basic structures of the system, thereby fostering more individual actions [111–113].

5. Conclusions

Food sovereignty is rarely considered in the academic literature within a rural tourism
context despite rural food tourism having the potential to contribute to transitions to
food sovereignty as described by Wiebe, Nettie and Wipf (2011). This research brought
the perspective of rural food tourism actors to the discussion of food sovereignty at the
intersection of food and mobilities in the South Okanagan wine region of British Columbia.
Using an appreciative approach created space for participants to explore tourism’s role in
advancing tenets of food sovereignty such as the basic right to food for all, diverse local
food systems, local decision making, fair value for food providers and environmentally
sustainable practices. The need to critically probe the concepts of local and the green
economy with consideration to spatially, culturally, socially, and economically determined
power discrepancies was identified, as was the need to consider transformation at the
policy level.

The pandemic has been a crisis for the tourism sector as travel restrictions have
severely limited mobility, with the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
estimating that 2020 would see a 58–78% decrease in global tourism [114], but this crisis
has also created possibilities for deep reflection about how tourism can more sustainably
support social, cultural and economic development. This opportunity for transformation
is noted by scholars and tourism practitioners [114–117]. For example, the South Okana-
gan’s regional destination management association, the Thompson Okanagan Tourism
Association (TOTA), hosted its annual summit in November 2020, with the aim of vir-
tually bringing together the tourism community “to learn, strategize, collaborate, and
move forward better than before” [118]. Anna Pollock of Conscious Travel concluded her
keynote speech at the summit with an analogy that reflects both a new focus for relational
tourism that supports recovery and the close parallels between thriving rural tourism
destinations and thriving food systems: “Community is to regenerative tourism what soil
is to regenerative agriculture.”

Clearly, the time is ripe for further academic, community and policy dialogue about
tourism’s purpose in transformational reorientations towards flourishing through local
food, livelihoods and healthy environments for hosts and guests in rural agricultural re-
gions. The research presented in this paper was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic.

Future research can explore whether COVID-19 has transformed rural tourism stake-
holders understanding of the interrelationships between tourism and food sovereignty. A
better understanding of these interconnections will support proactively addressing the neg-
ative effects of tourism development, and fully foster the potential positive contributions
that rural food tourism might make to food sovereignty transitions.
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