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Abstract
 This research project explores the local food possibilities and the constraints to 
local food participation experienced by citizens in Eau Claire, WI. There is a need 
in current local food literature for theoretically-grounded, empirical studies of 
place-speci�c practice. Eau Claire’s local food system is examined as an Alternative 
Food Network (AFN) in which environmental, economic, social and nutritional 
wellbeing are goals. Morgan, Marsden, and Murdoch’s (2006) idea of the Actor 
Network Theory (ANT) providesthe theoretical context that says food networks are 
composites of various actors which make up the network. By examining local food 
practices and opportunities in Eau Claire, WI this study questions who is included in 
the Alternative Food Network, what “local” means within the network and the 
actions people are taking to participate in the network. It is becoming clear that 
knowledge about and access to good food may still not be su�cient for people to 
move toward good and healthy local food choices (Bobrow-Strain 2012). By 
applying ANT toward Eau Claire, WI’s Alternative Food Network we aim to better
understand the obstacles and opportunities in local food systems. This research 
draws from a fall 2010 survey of Eastside Hill households in Eau Claire, combined 
with interviews, local accounts, and a variety of spatial data.
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 To begin, it is crucial to consider the meaning of local food. What makes food 
“local?” The de�nition of local food is relative and di�ers by perspective, 
experience and motive.  In 2008 the United States Congress passed the “Food, 
Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008” which de�ned local or regional food as food 
that is produced within 400 miles of where it is marketed (see Figure 1).
 What does local food mean for Eau Claire, WI? A survey conducted in Fall 2010 
of 100 households in the Eastside Hill neighborhood of Eau Claire reveals some 
trends in the de�nition of local for Eau Claire citizens. The majority of those 
surveyed considered local food to be food that was grown and produced within 
100 miles, while about a third of those surveyed considered food to be local if it was 
produced within 50 miles. Just Local Foods Cooperative in Eau Claire challenges people to 
participate in the Eat Local Challenge which is de�ned as eating locally, within 100 miles, 
whenever possible.  “Local food” is a relative term and there is no standard number of miles 
when it comes to de�ning it. Though there is no strict de�nition of local food, the concept is 
clear: to eat as much food as possible that is produced as close to home as possible.

Theoretical Context
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 Figure 2. Fall 2010 Eastside Hill survey response results

Figure 1. Local: “the locality or region in which the �nal product is 
marketed, so that the total distance that the product is transported is 
less than 400 miles from the origin of the product of the State in which 
the product is produced (U.S. Congress, 2008)”

 Food. Everybody eats it and our bodies depend on it. Food plays an important
role in our daily lives but we rarely stop and think about where it comes from. 
This study explores the local food system in Eau Claire, Wisconsin as experienced 
by its citizens. More speci�cally, the possibilities and constraints to local food 
participation are studied using a theoretically-grounded framework. Three 
components are necessary to fully practice local food activities. These are 
knowledge and understanding, habits and desires, and access and availability. 
The focus on this study is access and availability of local food in Eau Claire. 
However, both knowledge about and desire to participate in local food are 
integral to access, and are therefore considered within the context of Eau 
Claire’s local food system.
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 In this study, Eau Claire’s local food system is conceptualized in terms of a few theoretical concepts that give meaning to the di�erent ways in 
which we can think about local food. The groundwork for this study is the idea of Eau Claire’s local food system as an Alternative Food Network (AFN). 
AFNs help us understand and consider local foods in the context of a greater, agro-industrial food system. AFNs are centered around a producer-
consumer relationship that distribute value opposite of the bulk commodity system and participate in a new form of political association 
(Follet, 2008). Follet also discusses the idea of weak versus strong food networks. An example of a weak network is a corporate organic company 
while a strong network would be a local, alternative food business. Follet argues that strong networks have the ability to produce social and political 
change through the network’s participants. In terms of Eau Claire’s alternative food network, eating food that is produced locally is participation in a 
strong alternative food network that can have a larger impact socially and politically for the city of Eau Claire. One way this social and political change 
can manifest itself is through the empowerment that comes through having control over one’s own food and where it comes from. Another way to 
think about local food systems is in terms of civic agriculture. Civic agriculture is a more locally oriented food system that is linked to local and 
regional markets (Lyson & Guptill, 2004). This type of agriculture is in opposition to commodity agriculture where the primary goal is to produce as 
much as possible for the least amount of cost
 The next step beyond looking at Eau Claire’s local food system as an AFN is to look at it through the lens of Actor Network Theory (ANT). ANT helps 
us deconstruct the various players that create opportunities, possibilities, and obstacles for participation in an AFN. ANT is an approach that “shows 
more clearly how natural and social entities become entwined with one another in food networks (Morgan et al. 2006).” ANT says that food networks 
are composites of the various actors that go into their making. Actors are mobile agents weaving connections between distant points within the 
network (Morgan et al. 2006). Actors can be social, natural, or technological. In terms of Eau Claire’s alternative food network, the in�uences on 
citizens’ participation in the AFN are all actors. Money is an actor, telephones, computers, and seed gene banks are also actors. For Eau Claire, city 
government ordinances are actors that play a role and decide whether or not people of the city can participate in certain local food activities. Twice 
in the last three years and most recently in July 2012, the Eau Claire City Council voted down the “Educational Hen Keeping Initiative,” an ordinance 
that would have allowed people to keep chickens in the city and o�ered an alternative to industrial chicken farms. At the same time, a survey of 
Eastside Hill residents found that 57% of respondents said that they would be ok if their neighbor had a chicken coop in their backyard. 23% said they 
would be maybe ok with it while 20% said they would not be ok with a chicken coop in their neighbor’s backyard.

 The map above illustrates local food access to citizens within 100 miles of the City of Eau Claire through categorized 
symbols. Food access categories include orchards, honey, bakeries, meat (including chicken, beef, bu�alo, lamb, and pork), 
dairy (milk and cheese), vineyards and breweries, community supported agriculture (CSAs), produce (fruits and vegetables), 
and farmer’s markets. In addition, the three concentric rings around the map illustrate drive time distances from a central point 
based in the Eastside Hill neighborhood of Eau Claire. The inner ring shows the area that is covered within a 30 minute drive 
time from the central point, followed by a 45 minute and a 60 minute drive time area. Methods for map construction involved collecting and 
geocoding address locations of each local food access site. Next, network analysis of drive time service areas was performed in ArcMap 10.0. Data 
layers, including county boundaries, major roads, and place names were provided by ESRI’s USA dataset. 

Local Food Accessibility
Plate 1. Local Food Accessibility Within 100 miles of Eau Claire, WI by Category
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Plate 1a. Close-up view of Eau Claire area

Figure 3. Cycle of local food activities through a one year period

 Seasonality is the idea of eating foods that are grown locally during di�erent parts of the year. For example, in Wisconsin, strawberries, raspberries 
and blueberries only grow during the summer months of June-August but Wisconsin milk is produced all year round. Since berries are only available 
locally during the summer, berries are absent from one’s diet for the rest of the year. In order to maintain a balanced diet, canning or preserving 
berries, for example, is a way to eat local berries all year long. The graphic below illustrates the cycle of local food activities throughout the course of 
one year.
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Figure 4. Components of local food participation

 There are three components needed to actively participate in local food activities. 
Habits, anxieties and aspirations; knowledge, understanding and information; and 
access and availability are all necessary to have daily food practice (see Figure 4). 
Much of the food literature says that once people have the knowledge regarding 
local food, in addition to access and availability, they will automatically begin to 
participate in local food activities (Bobrow-Strain, 2012). However, there remains a 
missing piece: habits, anxieties and aspirations. Once there is knowledge and access 
to local food, consumer habits also need to be considered when evaluating 
participation in local food activities. Habits don’t change overnight, so with increased 
knowledge and with the abundant access to local food in the Eau Claire area citizens 
still encounter a need to change habits as well as have a desire to participate in Eau 
Claire’s Alternative Food Network, if they aren’t already.
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Figure 5. Ways of eating continuum

 There are four categories encompassing the various ways that we eat food. One 
can eat locally, as discussed in this project, and also non-locally. One can also eat 
conscientiously or non-conscientiously. These four ways of eating create a 
continuum and can occur at the same time (see Figure 5). Eating local depends on 
how far that product traveled from its point of origin to your plate. Eating 
conscientiously involves knowledge about the conditions under which that food 
product was produced. For instance, eating local green beans falls on the top of the 
horizontal dividing line in Figure 5. However, eating conscientiously involves knowing 
          whether those beans were picked under 
          ethical working conditions. If they were, 
          those green beans fall into the category of 
          local, conscientious eating. If the green 
          beans were picked under non-ethical 
          conditions, then eating them falls under the 
          local, non-conscientious category. 
          Conscientious eating is not always local 
          eating. For example, fair trade co�ee travels 
          long distances to get to Eau Claire but was 
          produced under ethical working conditions. 
          Rice is an imported product, but since it is 
          relatively cheap and e�cient to ship, eating 
          rice is considered conscientious non-local 
          eating. Non-local and non-conscientious 
          eating occurs with consumption of a place-
          less industrialized product like mac n’ cheese.
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Photo 1: Signage for local products in Festival Foods store in Eau Claire, WI


