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How  WILD FOODS 
SUPPORT FOOD 

SECURITY  in 
INDIGENOUS FOOD 

SYSTEMS 

Wild foods contribute to food 

security of indigenous food systems 

by introducing a non-market source 

of nutritious and diverse foods to diets 

that are available from surrounding 

forests, fields, and water bodies. 

Within communities, wild foods 

support food security by reducing 

key micro-nutrient deficiencies while 

supporting cultural, economic, and 

environmental aspects of sustainable 

food systems. For example, wild 

foods offer a non-market source 

of foods that can supplement 

diets when store-bought foods are 

less accessible due to economic 

limitations. 

‘Wild foods offer a non-
market source of foods 

that can supplement 
diets when store-

bought foods are less 
accessible.’ 

We investigated the contribution of 

wild foods to diets, food security, 

and cultural identity with low-

income residents of the Flathead 

Indian Reservation in Northwestern 

Montana. Findings highlight that 

hunting, fishing, and harvesting of 

wild foods is a common practice. 
Traditional Food Systems on the Flathead. Artwork by Sashay Camel 

The MOST PREVALENT 
WILD FOODS PROCURED on the 

FLATHEAD RESERVATION 
(based on interviews with 40 participants) 

Wild Game Wild Fish Wild Plants 
Deer · Elk  Trout · Bass  Huckleberries · Chokecherries 
Bison · Moose  Pike  Bitterroot · Mushrooms 

SecurityFOOD 

IS 
According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organization (UN FAO), food security is “the 

condition in which all people, at all times, have 

physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe, 

and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 

food preferences for an active and healthy life.” 

InsecuritFOOD y
IS 

Food insecurity is the absence of food security. In 

other words, it is when all people do not have access 

to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food. Global changes, 

such as a rising population, environmental stress, 

climate change, conflict, and market variability, 

contribute to food insecurity. 



OBJECTIVES

▸ Review the concepts of Decolonizing Diets and Food Sovereignty: definitions, visual 
frameworks, and importance 

▸ Examine linkages of Indigenous Food Systems and Sustainability 

▸ Discuss what we can learn from our ancestral ways of eating in our current modern 
context  

▸ Note: Decolonizing diets does not mean that we need to eat like our ancestors, 
rather it is about recognizing our ancestral diets, how they changed, and empower 
us to think of strategies to apply our ancestral ways for supporting healthy and 
sustainable diets in our communities today.



DECOLONIZING OUR DIETS MEANS THAT WE ARE TRYING TO RECONNECT WITH HEALTHIER 
WAYS TO NOURISH OURSELVES. THIS MEANS CONNECTING TO OUR ANCESTRAL 
KNOWLEDGE—KNOWLEDGE THAT HAS BEEN PASSED DOWN FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS IN 
THE AMERICAS….. 

FOOD  SOVEREIGNTY  WOULD  BRING  ACCESS  TO  THE  HEALTHY  AND  SUSTAINABLE  
FOODS  OUR  ANCESTORS  ATE. 

Dr. Luz Calvo

DECOLONIZING DIETS



BENEFITS OF DECOLONIZING DIETS

▸ Reclaiming cultural identity 

▸ Empowerment  

▸ Healing trauma  

▸ Improved energy and mood 

▸ Enhanced food security nutrition, dietary 
quality, and health 

▸ Enhanced sustainability for supporting 
planetary health



FOOD SOVEREIGNTY IS THE RIGHT OF PEOPLES, COMMUNITIES, AND COUNTRIES TO DEFINE 
THEIR OWN AGRICULTURAL, LABOR, FISHING, FOOD AND LAND POLICIES WHICH ARE 
ECOLOGICALLY, SOCIALLY, ECONOMICALLY AND CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE TO THEIR 
UNIQUE CIRCUMSTANCES. IT INCLUDES THE TRUE RIGHT TO FOOD AND TO PRODUCE FOOD, 
WHICH MEANS THAT ALL PEOPLE HAVE THE RIGHT TO SAFE, NUTRITIOUS AND CULTURALLY 
APPROPRIATE FOOD AND TO FOOD-PRODUCING RESOURCES AND THE ABILITY TO SUSTAIN 
THEMSELVES AND SOCIETIES. 

Food Sovereignty: A Right for All. Political Statement of the NGO/
CSO Forum for Food Sovereignty. 13 June 2002, Rome 

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY



AN AFFIRMATION OF WHO WE ARE AS INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND A WAY, ONE OF THE MOST 
SUREFOOTED WAYS, TO RESTORE OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE WORLD AROUND US  

White Earth tribal member and writer Winona LaDuke  

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY



FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

▸ While the definitions of food sovereignty vary, they all focus on localiz- ing food systems 
where food providers have control over their resources and put into question issues of 
control and social justice 

▸ Determining where our food comes from and how it is procured and produced  

▸  Food sovereignty can support sustainability by localizing food systems as well as supporting 
ecologically sound agriculture, livelihoods, food justice, empowerment, equity, and access 
to healthy and culturally desirable foods.  

▸ In the United States, the food sovereignty movement is especially relevant to Native 
American tribal nations, who have been systematically marginalized and largely stripped of 
their traditional food systems. 



WE  BELIEVE  THAT  MADRE  TIERRA/ MOTHER  EARTH  PROVIDES  FOR  ALL.  THESE 
SHOULD  BE  OUR  COMMON  INHERITANCE: HEALTHY SOIL; CLEAN DRINKING WATER; WILD 
FOODS, SUCH AS GREENS, MUSHROOMS AND BERRIES; HEALTHY STREAMS AND OCEANS 
FILLED WITH FISH AND MARINE LIFE; AND WILD GAME. FOR MILLENNIA, HUMANS LIVED IN 
HARMONY WITH THE NATURAL WORLD, TAKING CARE OF THE SOIL AND HARVESTING 
PLANTS AND ANIMALS SUSTAINABLY. STARTING WITH COLONIZATION AND CONTINUING 
THROUGH THE CAPITALIST EXPANSION, OUR COLLECTIVE ABILITY TO SUSTAIN OURSELVES 
AND LIVE IN HARMONY WITH THE CYCLES OF NATURE IS BEING DESTROYED. 

Dr. Luz Calvo

DECOLONIZING DIETS IS A STEP TOWARDS FOOD SOVEREIGNTY AND SUSTAINABILITY



HOW DO INDIGENOUS FOOD SYSTEMS COMPARE TO 
SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEMS? 





IN OUR DECOLONIAL FRAMEWORK, THERE IS ROOM FOR MULTIPLE WAYS OF EATING, AND 
WE DON’T BELIEVE EVERYONE NEEDS TO MAKE THE EXACT SAME FOOD CHOICES….WE 
WANT A WORLD THAT FITS MANY WORLDS.… INSTEAD OF TRYING TO IMPOSE ONE DIET ON 
EVERYONE …WE SEE THE PREPARATION OF FOOD AS A CREATIVE ACT OF RESISTANCE.

Dr. Luz Calvo

DECOLONIZED DIETS ARE SPECIFIC TO EACH INDIVIDUAL AND COMMUNITY 



WE CALL ON PEOPLE OF ALL ETHNICITIES TO CONNECT WITH THEIR ELDERS NOW TO 
RECOVER THE VITAL CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE WE NEED TO SURVIVE. WE NEED TO RECLAIM 
OUR ANCESTORS’ WISDOM.  
WHAT FOODS DID THEY EAT?  
HOW WAS FOOD PREPARED?  
WHAT HERBS AND PLANTS DID THEY USE FOR MEDICINE?  
HOW DID THEY CONDUCT THEIR CEREMONIES? 

Dr. Luz Calvo

RECLAIMING ANCESTRAL WISDOM OF THE FOOD SYSTEM TO SUPPORT SUSTAINABILITY
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INDIGENOUS FOOD 
SYSTEMS ON THE 
FLATHEAD 
RESERVATION: PRE-
ALLOTMENT 



INDIGENOUS FOOD 
SYSTEMS ON THE 
FLATHEAD 
RESERVATION: PRE-
ALLOTMENT 



INDIGENOUS FOOD 
SYSTEMS ON THE 
FLATHEAD 
RESERVATION: POST-
ALLOTMENT 



FOOD SOVEREIGNTY PROJECTS ON 
THE FLATHEAD RESERVATION 

•MISSION VALLEY IN MOTION- 
YOUTH GARDENING 
•DINNER IN THE GARDEN 
•FDPIR NUTRITION EDUCATION IN 
COMMUNITY GARDENS 
•FOOD DISTRIBUTION 
•HEALING THE JOCKO VALLEY 
•ADVANCING HEALTHY AND 
SUSTAINABLE DIETS FOR ALL 
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Huckleberry
 (Vaccinum membranaceu or Vaccinum deliciosum)

Service Berry / June Berry
(Amelanchier alnifolia) 

Chokecherry 
(Prunus virginiana)

Black Cap Raspberry
(Rubus leucodermis)

Wild Strawberry 
(Fragaria virginiana)

Oregon Grape
(Berberis repens)

Thimbleberry
(Rubus parviflorus)

Black Currant
(Ribes lacustre)

Gooseberries
(Ribes spp.)

Juniper Berry
(Juniperus communis and Juniperus scopulorum)

Bearberry / Kinnikinnick 
(Arctostaphylos spp.)

Bilberry
(Vaccinium myrtillus)

Artwork by Angie Mangels
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How WILD FOODS DECREASE 
FOOD INSECURITY 

This graph demonstrates a linear relationship between wild food 
procurement and food insecurity on the Flathead Reservation. Half of the 
participants in our study were food insecure. Participants who did not hunt, 
fish, or harvest wild plants were the most food insecure on average of study 
participants. Conversely, participants who hunted, fished, and harvested wild 
foods experienced the lowest food insecurity on average. 
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Number of Wild Food Procurement Activities 

How CLIMATE CHANGE is IMPACTING 
WILD FOODS and FOOD SECURITY 

The most vulnerable populations to environmental stressors 
and climate variability are those whose food and income is 
dependent on natural resources.This includes “the world’s 
2.5 billion small-scale farmers, herders, fishers, and forest-
dependent communities” (Food and Agriculture Organization, 
2018). 

Interviews with residents of the Flathead Reservation revealed 
that climate change is perceived by participants to be adversely 
impacting wild food systems due to increased variability in 
seasonality and precipitation and increased wild fire incidence. 
Summers were perceived to be longer, hotter, and drier. 
Weather patterns were perceived to be becoming more 

variable. Fires were perceived to be increasing in frequency and severity.Wild foods, particularly plant food populations 
were reported to be declining, primarily due to human over-harvesting. 

Artwork by Sashay Camel 

How FOOD SECURITY is MEASURED 
Food Security is measured using various metrics at multiple scales ranging from the 
household to the global level. Household or individual surveys are the most direct way 
to measure food security such as the 18-point or 6-point food security module of the 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA).The USDA food security questionnaire 
assesses whether members of a household have experienced limitations to their diet 
over a 12-month period. Globally, the UN FAO measures food insecurity using a similar 
survey known as the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) survey. Community food 
security can be determined by conducting the USDA food security questionnaire among a 
representative sample of community members in a specified community. 

At the population and global scales, food security is determined using large data sets which act as a proxy for food security 
including the prevalence of undernourishment in a population, and the percentage of stunting and wasting in children under 
5, childhood overweight, adult obesity, and iron-deficiency anemia among reproductive aged women. 

REFERENCE:  Smith, E.;  Ahmed, S.; Byker Shanks, C.; Dupuis, V.; Running Crane, M.; Eggers, M.; Pierre, M.; Flagg, K. 2019. Contribution of  Wild Foods to Diet,  
Food Security, and Cultural Values Amidst Climate Change. Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development (Special Issue: Indigenous Food 
Sovereignty of North America). (DOI https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2019.09B.011) 
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“COLONIAL FOODS”

▸ Refined grains (ex: white bread, white flour) 

▸ Ultra-processed foods (ex: potato chips, packaged cookies and cakes) 

▸ Foods high in sugar, salt, and fat (ex: breakfast cereals, sugary drinks)



ACTIVITY

▸ Look through your kitchen. 
What ingredients may be 
considered as indigenous 
versus colonized? 

▸ What local, natural 
ingredients would you add to 
your kitchen to “decolonize” 
your family’s diet?  

Artwork by Sashay Camel



STRATEGIES TO DECOLONIZE DIETS
▸ Eat seasonal and local foods 

▸ Plan meals ahead of time 

▸ Support local farms and food enterprises 

▸ Cultivate, harvest, and process your own food 

▸ Replace commonly consumed refined grains such as wheat with 
whole grains (such as amaranth or spelt), pseudo grains (such as 
buckwheat or quinoa), or pulses (such as lentil or chickpea). 

▸ Replace ultra processed snack foods with whole food snacks. 

▸ Replace refined sugar in recipes with sweet fruit or vegetables.  

▸ Connect with your elders to learn about ancestral food systems: 
What foods did they eat? How was food prepared? How did 
they conduct their ceremonies?  

▸ Buy from Native-owned food enterprises online 

▸ Share your ideas!

Artwork by Sashay Camel



BENEFITS OF DECOLONIZING DIETS

▸ Reclaiming cultural identity 

▸ Empowerment  

▸ Healing trauma  

▸ Improved energy and mood 

▸ Enhanced food security nutrition, dietary 
quality, and health 

▸ Enhanced sustainability for supporting 
planetary health



KEY TAKE AWAY
▸ Decolonizing diets does not mean 

that we need to eat like our ancestors, 
rather it is about recognizing our 
ancestral diets, how they changed, 
and empowering us to think of 
strategies to apply our ancestral ways 
for supporting healthy and 
sustainable diets in our communities 
today.

Artwork by Sashay Camel


