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Abstract 
 
 This story is a recollection and discussion of the personal, social and historical creation and 
operation of the Our Sustenance program; an Indigenous food sovereignty and security initiative 
at the Six Nations of the Grand River Territory in Southern Ontario, Canada. This dissertation 
includes a discussion of Indigenous food connection as a framework for understanding the social, 
cultural, and community connections to food, food knowledge, and how that fits into operating a 
food security initiative. Growing food connects to culture, language, community building, and 
social inequities within a positive experience that creates trust and knowledge transfer. The 
themes of this discussion include Indigenous ways of knowing, food knowledge transfer, 
community building, and the creation and inclusion of food sovereignty, security, and the 
promotion of health and well-being for all facets of whole-person health. The Six Nations 
specific research also discusses the potential for the use of similar approaches across 
communities and cultures. The autoethnographic creation of knowledge uses a Haudenosaunee 
mound garden to ‘grow a garden’ of understanding that layers the social and personal to 
understand Six Nations community food system. 
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Dissertation by portfolio synthesis 
 
Introduction; Research Questions 
 
Indigenous food insecurity is an issue that affects many people and in the case of this research 

many Indigenous communities. The desire in this research was to learn more than statistics of 

food security, or insecurity to be specific. The Our Sustenance program as described below was a 

program that addressed food security as a whole person issue and as a result, the following 

research questions were created. The ensuing dissertation aims to reflect or answer these 

questions: 

 
1. What were the growing pains, struggles, and successes of building a community and culture-
based food security initiative at Six Nations of the Grand River? 
2. How did the program grow and change as it scaled up; or grew the capacity, and what were 
the impacts for the community, staff, and the goals of the program? 
3. What insights does the Our Sustenance Program offer other Indigenous communities in 
developing and maintaining food security? 
4. What role does gender play in community-based food security initiatives, and is this related to 
the Haudenosaunee understandings of gender roles? 
 
Dissertation portfolio design 
 
My dissertation is comprised of original research on Indigenous food security from the 

perspective of my own experience working in the Six Nations of the Grand River. The pieces of 

my dissertation include; 

 
A: “Haudenosaunee mound garden as a framework for understanding the growing food system at 
Six Nations.” A journal article was submitted for publication in 2021.  
B: “Meet me at the garden”; a three-part podcast series. 
C: “Gender and food”; a video discussion of the issues of food, gender, community, and 
organizational growth. 
D: Things we learned; a recommendation paper designed specifically for community groups and 
organizations.  
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Together these components tell a story; my story. The first: a currently unpublished journal 

article documents the theoretical framework of my research. It is an original aspect of my 

research as it uses a Haudenosaunee mound garden to both bring sense and form to my research 

and also culture and special understanding of my thought process. The second: a podcast series. 

This monologue-style story is autoethnographic and also brings the discussion into the relevant 

current situation of how a food system can affect mental, social, and community health in the 

face of a global pandemic. The third: a video that integrates a public talk that was recorded at 

Queen’s University in 2019 and photos and video footage that I took myself over the years at the 

Our Sustenance program and my garden at home. The fourth and final: a recommendation paper 

that means as much to me as the rest of the pieces, possibly more. This component was important 

to me as a reminder that I did this research for my community. I want other people who are 

passionate about food security and sovereignty to hear and see what I experienced and to 

understand that even though every situation will be different, there are lessons that can be taken 

without having to try it all by yourself.  

The complete picture of this portfolio dissertation hopefully does just that; offer a complete 

story, with the issues, successes, ideas, and problems that come with building, and growing food 

sovereignty. The lessons I have learned and the things we have learned will one day become the 

next stage of my research and my ability to share this will be the groundwork for others to 

understand what they can do; in community or research. Both are valuable and meaningful.  

 
Background 
 
As a community member of the Six Nations of the Grand River (known as Reserve #40 

according to Canadian government records and herein referred to Six Nations throughout), I 
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came to this research as a member of the community. The research that took place was specific 

to my role within the community as a member and leader of the Our Sustenance program; from 

its inception in 2011 as a volunteer to the day I left in 2018 as the Manager. I was a part of the 

growth of the program and participated in the food and knowledge that was shared at each stage 

of the program.  

The Our Sustenance program began with very particular goals in 2011 when the community 

asked specifically for a way to access food within the community. The need for food access was 

just one key piece of the growth of this program over time. The questions that surfaced for the 

research address the prolonged growth of the program across the span of years. The first year, as 

a community garden and a single vendor farmer’s market, was where it began. While it did 

successfully offer a venue to address the need of the community, there was much more at stake. 

Six Nations of the Grand River has the largest First Nation population on-reserve in Canada. 

With on-reserve population numbers near 15000, the issue of food security is complex and 

varied. It was often at the request of the community to integrate things that related to whole-

person health; that affect issues of colonial impact and history. Integrating culture and language 

into food lessons were simple ways to level the field of community and increase the 

effectiveness of Our Sustenance. The more people who connected to it, the more people were 

impacted.  

 
Conceptual Framework 
 
The conceptual framework and theory behind, and within my research is the topic of my journal 

article and forms the central core aspect of the Our Sustenance program. Our sustenance reflects 

the story of the three sisters and specifically, the mound garden method of growing corn, beans 
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and squash. The three sisters and mound garden foundational concept is multi-layered and very 

clearly reflects my approach to my research, as well as my relationship to food, community, and 

culture.  

The mound garden is a traditional gardening method where corn beans and squash are planted to 

complement and nourish each other.  This approach to gardening is something that has been part 

of Haudenosaunee food production (Cornelius 1999)1. The key for my research is that this is not 

a discussion of gardening food, it is a discussion of gardening in a community. The mound 

garden is both a practical tool as well as a theoretical construct.  

In gardening terms, the three sisters as they are known in this case to be corn, beans and squash 

are grown together, are placed in a circular formation with each of them serving both a purpose 

and a role in the garden. The corn is central to the mound, as the tallest part of the garden. It is 

also the oldest sister within the cultural story of the three sisters. It offers a structure for the 

youngest sister, beans, to climb. The middle sister, squash, is planted around the outside of this 

mound and it grows out from that centre rather than up like the beans. In the simplest terms, the 

corn provides structure but requires nitrogen. Beans need structure and deliver nitrogen to the 

soil. Squash is a prickly plant that spreads out, creating a ground cover, a perfect safe growing 

environment to protect the corn and beans from pests, and also promotes the preservation of 

water.  The moment this work became theoretical was when I used these concepts as a metaphor 

for the Our Sustenance program within the Six Nations community. Suddenly Our Sustenance 

 
1 Cornelius, C. (1999). Iroquois corn in a culture-based curriculum: A framework for respectfully teaching about 
cultures. Albany: State University of New York Press 
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became corn, offering a structure and platform for beans to share, access food and knowledge 

while being fed by the community member beans. The squash became our community partners, 

who were supportive in terms of bringing community members, financial support, and social 

support to help feed and protect our garden of food sovereignty. This is my original contribution 

to a very old concept in a new space of research.  

 
Methods 
 
This research was the result of many years’ worth of observation, participation, and journaling 

during the process of cultivating the Our Sustenance program in my community. The 

autoethnographic approach allowed me to use storytelling in various formats to share the 

knowledge and experiences that answered my research questions.  

I reviewed my journals and spent hours and days looking back through the records of Our 

Sustenance. As the manager, I had the marketing, social media, and financial and planning 

records of the program. I was able to address the history of the program while also stepping back 

from the research as my life moved past those years and activities to bring perspective. The 

experiences I had in and outside of the Our Sustenance program assisted me to tell the story of 

food security, the search for understanding food sovereignty from my perspective. Each program 

offered, every garden grown was something that fed the story, and the community.  

 
 
Rationale 
 
The rationale for this research and the portfolio specifically is because it mattered to me that my 

research answered a question and also was part of sharing the reality of what is possible. Food 

sovereignty is a part of a much larger conversation in the world and for Indigenous communities. 
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I believe that my experience can be of service to the system of knowledge that can enhance food 

security for Six Nations. The portfolio design was chosen because, by nature and birth, I am a 

storyteller. My committee and I agreed, along with nearly every person I have ever talked with 

after a public discussion or workshop I have been part of that storytelling as a research approach 

made the most sense for me.   I can impart knowledge, motivate and guide while being 

informative and engaging when I speak. I wanted to be able to present my research findings in a 

way that was more accessible than just a few people (academics). I have been fortunate enough 

to grow my skills as a teacher and a public speaker through this research journey. The portfolio 

design offered me the opportunity to include the anecdotes and details that add life, through story 

to my academic pursuits.  

 
Dissemination 
 
The sharing of my journal article will occur as soon as it is published (ideally open access) and I 

will also share key aspects of the journal article through presentations. Sharing my podcasts will 

be something a bit more fun for me. I plan to upload them for public access as soon as my 

dissertation is complete. When that happens, I will begin using them in my coursework for 

classes I teach. I will also share them as part of my professional page, see 

https://experts.mcmaster.ca/display/lickeram. The podcasts are something that I hope to include 

and build on in the future as one of the ways my research can continue to grow and be shared. 

Having a platform, such as Apple or Spotify will allow me to share with a broader audience. 

Similarly, the video discussion will be shared on my professional page, with some further use in 

coursework and teaching tools. The current global pandemic has shown the world, and more 

specifically universities, that teaching tools come in many formats and my entire dissertation is 
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part of that growing reality. The final piece, my recommendation paper, was shared with 

community organizations and friends in the larger food security movement during its creation. I 

was able to receive feedback and edit the piece to complete it by sharing it with those who could 

hopefully use the content for their programs and organizations. The recommendation paper was 

the basis of a new piece of research that I am undertaking with Six Nations Health Services to 

assess and determine their goals and actions for improving food security and building food 

sovereignty into their programs. This work was begun and created as a result of the absence of 

the Our Sustenance program and the understanding that the previous partners and the community 

itself still wanted to see these programs and skills shared. There is still a need and a growing 

desire for: more food, more growing, more knowledge sharing, and community building.  

I am proud to see the community growing and sharing; the legacy of the Our Sustenance 

program is living; just as the mound garden is an age-old concept in our culture; so are the things 

that this research came to reveal; food security is attainable through the culture, knowledge, and 

ability of the individuals who seek food sovereignty. We have taught you to garden, now grow 

with it.  

 
Journal Article; Submission and rationale  

This journal was chosen in part because it centres health and well-being of Indigenous peoples 

and making positive change for communities. The article titled “Haudenosaunee Mound Garden 

as a Framework for Understanding the Growing Food System at Six Nations” was  submitted to 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health” in a special issue The 

Health and Wellbeing of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples around the Globe.  The focus of the 

special is: 



THE GROWING FOOD SYSTEM AT SIX NATIONS  

 

14 

This Special Issue is intended to showcase best practice in research across a broad range 
of topic areas relating to the health and wellbeing of Indigenous and Tribal peoples 
around the world, with a particular emphasis on work that goes beyond mere description 
and seeks to implement and evaluate positive change at a local, regional, national or 
global level. We welcome manuscripts reporting research conducted by, with, and for the 
benefit of, Indigenous and Tribal peoples. Papers should reflect the values of respect, 
reciprocity, and partnership and address the priorities, needs, and aspirations of 
Indigenous and Tribal peoples. We are particularly interested in strengths-based 
approaches, Indigenist research methodologies, multi-disciplinary research, and 
research investigating structural and system-level issues (including but not limited to 
racism and discrimination). While we welcome submissions about Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples in the lands now known as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the US, we 
strongly encourage work relating to Indigenous and Tribal peoples in other parts of the 
world. 

 
The journal is broad enough in theme to allow for my work to be understood and seen by people 

from the local to the global scale. The submission guidelines are respectful of values for 

Indigenous people including reciprocity and respect for community and also real-world change. 

My research and this article outline and embodies this type of research. The goal of submitting to 

this journal and this theme was to acknowledge the global potential of this type of this research. 

See details of the submission below: 
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Appendix; Multi-media production and dissemination 
 
Links to podcasts and documents can be found at:  
www.adriannexavier.ca 
 
Video 
Adrianne Xavier: Gender, Community and Food 
https://youtu.be/vwcRyYOSWO8 
 
Recommendation paper: 
 
 

Understanding the growing food system at Six Nations;  
Learning and growing from Our Sustenance 

Adrianne Lickers Xavier 
 

My name is Adrianne Lickers Xavier and I am a doctoral candidate at Royal Roads University. 

My research has focused on food security, specifically at my own community of Six Nations 

located in southern Ontario. The scope of my research focused on my own experience in my time 

as first a volunteer, then staff person and eventually the program manager of the Our Sustenance 

program at Six Nations. I examined the program, my process, the issues and victories and 

specific insights to grow a successful program: The program grew and changed over time. The 

Our Sustenance program was simple in its origins, the goal was to offer food access, through a 

community garden and a farmer’s market. The mission eventually grew; to help the community 

restore its interdependence make strides towards self-empowerment, self-sufficiency, holistic 

well-being and sovereignty (Six Nations of the Grand River Development Corp., 2016).   

The goal of this paper is to offer recommendations and a real conversation for people who want 

to start their own food security program. The suggestions, tips and ideas are based on my 

doctoral research and also my experiences as a part of the Our Sustenance program. There are 
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some practical conversations and some that are more theoretical. My hope is that from this 

conversation, others who have an interest in some part of their local food system can find a way 

to engage. That might mean growing your own food or selling something you have made at a 

local farmer’s market. It might mean starting a food security program from the ground up. With 

this recommendation paper I am offering my insights, suggestions, things to avoid (taking too 

much on!) and some resources to start you on your way.  

My doctoral research had four key questions;  

1.      What were the growing pains, struggles and successes of building a community and 
culture-based food security initiative at Six Nations of the Grand River? 

2.      How did the program grow and change as it scaled up and what were the impacts to 
community, staff and the goals of the program? 

3.      What insights does the Our Sustenance Program offer other Indigenous communities in 
developing and maintaining food security? 

4.      What role does gender play in community-based food security initiatives; and is this 
related to Haudenosaunee understandings of gender roles? 

These questions were the impetus for the research but also this document. Answering these 

questions gave me the opportunity to look at Our Sustenance and my role and understand what 

my role was in that program, what it might look like to do it somewhere else and how I could 

help someone else to address food security in their own life.  

This recommendation paper follows along relates to the first and second question. I cannot 

answer what will work or why in your community, only what has happened here in my own 

community at Six Nations.  

Six Nations of the Grand River 
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Six Nations has the largest population of any reserve in Canada. It is located in the middle of the 

agricultural region of southern Ontario. Sitting directly on the Grand River between Brantford 

and Caledonia, less than thirty-minute drive from Hamilton. The membership is over twenty-

seven thousand people with more than half that number living on the reserve itself. This is not a 

small community and while the land itself, many of the 18,000 hectares at Six Nations is more of 

a clay bed, it is still in a very fertile region of the country; in the greenbelt of Ontario. This 

community may have many of the same issues that many other Indigenous communities have; 

such as, poverty, poor health, lack of necessities, such as a grocery store. 2   

Background 

The Six Nations Farmers Market and Garden (which eventually became Our Sustenance) 

program started in 2011 as a special project within Six Nations Council as the result of feedback 

on community needs and wants through the Community Planning office3. The initial incarnation 

was a single staff person, developing the Six Nations Farmer’s Market and Community Garden. 

Within two years, the program had expanded to include a 12,000 square foot greenhouse and two 

more contract staff. The program grew from that initial market and garden based on food access 

to eventually become Our Sustenance; a food security and sustainability program. The Our 

Sustenance program offered educational programs such as spring gardening classes for adults, 

 
2 You can view the community profile, to understand some of the differences and similarities in the community you 
are working in by viewing the website at: sixnations.ca/CommunityProfile.htm 
 

3 The Six Nations Community Planning office houses the community plan, that holds the 20 year comprehensive 
plan for the future of the community. This includes issues such as education, culture, community wellness, wealth 
and employment. http://sixnations.ca/SN_Community_Plan.pdf 
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and separate classes for children and youth; fall harvest and canning classes; a market garden to 

supply the farmer’s market; a small flock of chickens to also offer fresh eggs at market; a 

community kitchen where classes and workshops could happen. What made the program unique 

was the partnerships between the organizations that helped to make it operate. Eventually 

partnerships, work agreements, contract placements and grants/sponsorships would be in place 

with the Six Nations of the Grand River Development Corporation (SNGRDC). The partnerships 

and agreements were between SNGRDC and employment offices; local and regional, band 

council, Ontario Works, and almost any organization we could find to support the program with 

either monetary donations, volunteer time or any other sort of assistance needed or offered.  Our 

Sustenance found its home in several Six Nations Council departments such as Health Services, 

Social Services and Public Works. All made significant contributions in some way to the 

program. Along with those organizations other supporters came in the form of the local 

employment office, Ontario works office, Corrections, Food Bank; local universities, the local 

newspaper and many others.  The reality of building a food security program was systematic but 

often when doing this, the first steps are daunting. I offer the following steps as a guide that can 

be tailored to your own community context. 

Getting Started 

The steps can go in order, but they could vary.  

1. Choose your focus-growing food, starting a community garden, organizing a farmer’s market, 

finding food access for the community or finding a program to partner with doing similar work 
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2. Find support-this is the step where you find things like, funding, or perhaps someone with a 

large bit of land that they don’t mind sharing for a garden or asking a central local business or 

location for use of their parking lot or field for a farmers market.  The requests represent  how 

community organizations can support a growing food program in concrete ways.  

3. Asking for help-this seems similar to the previous step, but this help is things like, tents or 

tables, free advertising of your garden or market, or program with friends, or requesting 

donations for the actual things needed to run the program. This kind of support if often 

intangibles yet invaluable and represent the cheerleaders to fill in much needed spaces. 

These three steps can be repeated with each facet of the program over time. The key in this is to 

make it manageable. Our Sustenance was successful in its growth over time because the 

determination of its staff and supporters was greater than the issues. For example, if your goal is 

a food security program similar to Our Sustenance but you are only one person, start with the 

most attainable: step1. It might be a community garden, since you have garden knowledge. If 

your goals is a community garden then go to step 2, figure out where it will be. You might 

already have the land, or may know the perfect place. It could be a yard, a field in town, the edge 

of a park; wherever it is, get permission and make your start. If you don’t have garden 

knowledge your first step may be very different. Start with what works for you. Sometimes the 

first steps are theoretical. You may know you want a garden, and it is November, so you have 

several months to prepare with other steps to get your there. Work at it and collect support, 

supporters and remember, some days it will seem like you aren’t moving. You are! Keep going.  
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 Once you have an idea, you carry on to the steps of making it happen. Finding support is part of 

that. Monetary support was integral to the success of the Our Sustenance program. Contract 

employees through the local employment office and help from the public works department to 

ensure the community garden got watered requires much support and coordination. The program 

grew into a multi sector supported initiative. It embodied cultural belief in caring for each other 

and feeding the community and for so many reasons was a success. Building and sustaining 

relationships with organizations, volunteers, business and with other farmers for produce and  

seeds,  were important  for us to grow. We had many components. The farmer’s market, 

community garden, greenhouse, salad in a bag (food access), herbal apothecary, herb meditation 

garden, food forest, market garden, fresh eggs (chickens), gardening classes, physical activity 

classes for all ages, canning classes, cooking classes, the Good Food Box program (once 

monthly fresh produce delivery) and the list goes on. The focus at all points was food; food 

sovereignty and food security. 

The timeline of these events will vary, depending on your community, and plans; however, some 

basic guidelines in terms of planning and planting can be estimated. Using the example of a 

community garden, you can start at any time of year! If you are as lucky as we were, and you can 

start with a central clear location for a garden, your timeline will be quick. The things to plan for 

are a few weeks to either start seeds indoors, in the early spring, March or April. If you are 

purchasing seedlings to go directly into the ground, you could start as late as June and still have a 

harvest. Your garden will go outdoors, if you water and pay attention until October. 
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The first season, the “heavy lifting” might happen only in that window. If that is the case, then 

your timeline will look very different. The reality of a food project like we are talking about 

here, is anything is possible, and there is no perfect time to start. If you start in the fall, then you 

can plan, and jump into promoting the garden at local farmer’s markets, or community events, 

and spend all winter gathering support and planning. If you start in the spring, and you know 

where you will plant, ask friends to start seedlings in your windows, ledges, or wherever you 

can! If you can afford it, grab seedlings to go right in the ground. If you are struck with the 

sudden idea and it’s the first week of June, you can still plant things! Plant pumpkins, anything 

to get people together, involved and participating!    

                 
1Strawberry planter in a half culvert. Used with permission. 2 My mom Kitty at the Community Garden 2020. Used with permission.  

Growing Pains 

Every new adventure has its issues. Our Sustenance did not just pop out of nowhere. The garden 

and market came first. That was not a speedy process. Do not despair if you think something 

should be happening sooner than it does. The first season of the farmer’s market, I was the sole 
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vendor, I picked the food that was sold, through a deal made with a local farmer from the next 

town over (off the reserve). The plan was, I pick it, get a discount and, sell the food: in theory. 

The first season of our market, there was so much food left at the end of each week, my mom 

canned, froze and processed over a thousand jars of food. It was a lesson in humility, gratitude 

and patience. Humility because my mom did this, and let me sell, share and give food away that 

she diligently processed. We ate well that winter though! I was grateful that the food was not 

wasted, but also grateful to the community members who stopped by, were my supporters, 

offering suggestions and ideas, and knowledge. Patience was required because those ideas didn’t 

actually get me anywhere. For example, that first year, I spent a lot of time explaining to folks 

who kindly asked that “yes, I will be back next week even if you don’t buy anything”, “No, we 

don’t have strawberries in September”, “ I can only pick local so no, we won’t have bananas next 

week either”. There is a level of hesitancy for new things in almost every community. My 

community was a good example. I had to be creative and come up with new ways to do the same 

thing, to apply for funds for something ‘new’ is a struggle most small organizations face. Getting 

the help for the things you want do not always look how you think they will. Growing a program 

sometimes means adding components that you don’t feel ready for, just for the sake of a funding 

grant or proposal is going to be a  struggle. Remember, it doesn’t have to be perfect, sometimes 

you just need to see if something will work. That is how we figured out one year that growing the 

community garden by leaving it to the community members themselves won’t be the perfect 

plan. The truth is, growing a food program means trial and error. It does not mean you keep 

everything you tried. The growth of the garden, and the addition of a very large greenhouse 

meant that growing food on a large scale for the community became possible for us in a very 
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short time. However, that meant an increase in staffing, and money to cover the cost of both the 

greenhouse, and to grow something in it was costly. This sort of opportunity has its own growing 

pains. Finding people who are dedicated to the process is not always easy. Harder still sometimes 

is finding those with the needed skills. I have many times sat with people who are energetic, 

dedicated and willing to give time, energy, even donations of money or seeds but have literally 

no experience with food growing or anything to do with creating a food program. This is a 

growing pain that you will face time and again. It is not realistic to think that each person will 

arrive with the perfect skill set. It is also unrealistic to think they will stay with this project 

forever. Not because they don’t love it, or don’t want to but life happens.  

Each growing pain comes with its counterpoint success. Finding a gardener who has the 

knowledge but limited time means you need them to teach your new gardeners as much as 

possible in the limited time available. This is both sides of the struggle and success. That success 

can flip on its head and your newly skilled gardener might move on to their own sustainable 

venture. 

Successes 

The primary successes in my view came from the community. People who wanted to find a 

connection to their own food found us, offering us with many volunteers over the year. Some 

also found their way to us to learn more about their culture.  This was also my experience, I 

strengthened the connection to my own culture through this process. The community also gave 

input, asking staff for new and different things; Will you grow herbs, can you show me how to 

garden? There were so many suggestions and ideas it was difficult to choose what would be done 
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first. The connection between community and culture came in many ways, and these are things 

anyone can find and incorporate into the program.  A language student, or speaker can translate 

or make signs to label garden foods, or product pricing signs for the market.  

Challenges  

There was a perpetual question; where would the money come from?  The struggle to 

consistently find funding without starting some new aspect of the program was one of the biggest 

issues. Anyone who has ever applied for funding knows a new project is much more likely to be 

funded before an existing one. This was helpful to the program at first. We had so many requests 

for things the community wanted. These requests came to fruition in the form of an herbal 

apothecary, herb garden, fresh food access (salad/greens in a bag), farmer’s market, fresh eggs, 

cooking classes, canning classes, garden classes and more. There was a laundry list of successes, 

and struggles. Sometimes the list looked identical. Figuring out who needed the program versus 

who used it seemed it would be a struggle but over time, it sorted itself out. The program was for 

everyone; just like everyone needs food.     Challenges sometimes come in the form of time, or 

even help. The real challenges were things like how to have enough help with the knowledge 

required, how to temper our desire to do more than we already were. Sometimes, the biggest 

challenge was having to tell the staff (or my mom in particular) that she could not do a new 

project, no matter how meaningful or useful to the community it would be. Don’t get too big too 

quick. A market and garden with 2 or 3 people might feel doable. If you are adding an herb 

garden, workshops and decide to sell baked goods at the market, suddenly those 2 or 3 people 
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will be overwhelmed. You will need to coordinate and keep track of what needs to be done 

when.   

Challenges for one person might be ‘small potatoes’ to someone else. Just remember that you 

might not know someone’s secret super power is organizing, or gardening, or marketing if you 

have only ever known them as the lady you met in a coffee shop. If you are willing and able to 

sit down with your group, team, volunteers, and share with them what needs done, or what you 

are hoping to see happen you just might find out someone can help; or wants to.   

Insights and Ideas 

The list of successes, struggles, troubles and victories looked similar if you look carefully. 

Looking back at this process, my research also saw the pattern of cause and effect, issues and 

ideas. If people don’t know how to grow their own food or have lost that knowledge 

generationally due to impacts of residential schools and colonial influence what do we do? If we 

know from research that millions of dollars leaves our community for household goods including 

groceries how do we keep that money in the community or find a way to help people spend less 

on food? Grow it! The true and lasting success of Our Sustenance is the biggest recommendation 

that can be made; create relationships. If a food program exists already in your community but 

doesn’t seem to reach everyone who needs it, ask why? Who needs it? The reality of Our 

Sustenance was we believe everyone needs a food security program. Everyone needs food, and 

deserves connections to food, culture, language and community. If you remember that, and treat 

everyone that way there is no social disparity in who accesses the service. I realize this is not 

always going to be the answer; some have a greater need. However, one of the biggest 
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realizations that came out of Our Sustenance was how strong our communities can be; and are 

given the chance.  Creating space where culture, language, community are present and talked 

about, in a current, and open way is something our community and probably most communities 

struggle with. When you give those issues a seat at the table and serve food you have a real and 

physical way to bring people together. Someone once told me; there is no competition in giving. I 

took that idea and realized there is no failure in trying either.  Combining those two ideas helped 

me to see that working together to make something happen can work. Organizations, funders, 

media, council, church members, longhouse leaders, community members; all sit together at a 

table and agree if you say “join us for some food”.  

Impact and outcomes 

Some of the largest lessons and biggest impacts seem to me now to be the most natural and 

seamless part of the process. Building relationships are vital and the biggest struggle of ‘scaling 

up. That is, the larger your group becomes the harder it is  you need to work to maintain those 

relationships. Relationships required time, work and energy.  It can be quick and easy to let a 

team meeting pass or not happen because one person isn’t there. Or to just postpone it, one day, 

then two till eventually, this week’s meeting becomes next week’s meeting. That said, the 

biggest outcome I saw in my time at Our Sustenance was connections. The reality is, all those 

lessons, challenges, problems, victories, successes and wins come together to create community; 

a food system. If you set out to connect to food, and share that with others, you can accomplish 

your goals. The biggest key to remember is; sometimes the journey takes you on a route that is 

unexpected but that doesn’t make it wrong. I thought I was creating a program to improve food 
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access to my community. I asked my mom to join me, which was logical since she is who taught 

me! Together what we grew was that and so much more. Every challenge worth it, every success 

was shared. Watching volunteers and staff set goals, learn new skills and grow as individuals all 

while growing their own food security is something that is invaluable and knowledge you can’t 

take back. I would never want to take it back, but I do ask them to share it with others, a new 

generation, and with anyone who reads this.  

Recommendations beyond Six Nations 

This discussion is a review of what Our Sustenance has done, but how does that help Six Nations, 

or any other community who is interested in their “growing” own food security programs? The 

truth is, the recommendations I have as the researcher writing a dissertation; and the person who 

managed the program for several years are simple. They feel too simple but honesty is best.   

Be open- flexibility and willingness to see other perspectives, work with multiple organizations 

and community folks is key. Be open and welcoming; remember, everyone needs food. We often 

think we know someone who needs help; imagine what it means when that person comes to you 

and says, I need help because my cousin could really use it. Be open to sharing and learning. Be 

willing to try something new and admit when you don’t know or are wrong. Be open to 

everyone. You never know where they are coming from or what they bring. If you are open, you 

are welcoming the whole person (or organization, or funder, or scared learner). They will thank 

you for it. We once had a volunteer who was unsure of what weeds were in the greenhouse and 

that was okay. We welcomed them heartily (after all, anyone willing to weed the garden is a 

valuable resource always!). What we found out later was that volunteer had cooking skills, a gift 
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for art and a willingness to create for us; signs, labels and more all in the Cayuga language.  A 

garden volunteer who turned out to be a program volunteer; be open to the gifts people bring to 

the work.  

Take time- Every organization takes time to grow, and every plan takes help. If someone offers 

their time to you and your program, thank them. Some of the most incredible relationships come 

from the most unlikely sources. Volunteers turn out to be funders, or connectors to new and 

amazing things. Friends become supporters, and your biggest advocate. Take time to thank them. 

Take the time to let a program be small. It is okay if two people are human and need help. Take 

the time to let people know you need help and that their contributions are needed and important.  

Share knowledge- This one seems simple but is one of the hardest things for people sometimes. 

History has sent an implicit message that we aren’t knowledgeable. We are. Our Sustenance was 

approached so many times to teach. I cannot tell you the number of times I saw a woman 

standing in our kitchen, with tears in her eyes as she just did another “first”. Learning to can, 

grow food, cook for someone or share something. Some of those firsts were also from our staff. 

They might have grown up with a grandma who canned food and took it for granted. I know I 

took for granted that my mom grew everything I ate for most of my childhood. When I realized 

that not everyone had that experience, we, my mom and I set out to share knowledge. Sharing 

knowledge takes many forms. Never forget that; affirmation that someone else has done 

something good is a form of knowledge sharing. Your confidence in someone else translates to 

their ability. If you have knowledge, language, ideas; share them. Someone is looking for what 

you have to offer. 
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Make connections- The reality of food security, grassroots organizations and funding bodies is 

that there is far more need than there is resources. That is true of almost every program; but 

when everyone has a little bit to throw into the pot, suddenly the soup looks great. If you make 

connections with multiple programs, people and places, there are more resources, ideas and 

people to share around. The ability to be flexible is a strength. Some organizations and 

companies don’t have flexibility as part of their structure. Give them space to do their part. Build 

relationships with people; organizations, community members, knowledge holders, friends, 

neighbours.  

 

Conclusion  

The Our Sustenance program has taught me so many things, about food, culture, community, 

connection and people. Not every person was raised beside a garden, but I was. Every person 
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likes and needs to feel valued; and when someone who needs something can give back to 

another, everyone will feel even better-creating well-being. Sharing and reciprocity is not about 

economy and ‘business’.  Bartering, paying for things, sharing knowledge and food are about 

culture and community lessons. Value time, people and experiences and they will give you more 

of those things back. Ultimately, the combination of these life lessons and treating them like 

common sense is what I have realized more people need. As Indigenous people, organizations 

and communities, we already know we are strong and resilient. We know the impacts of 

colonization, residential schools; poverty, poor health, disconnection and displacement. These 

are real challenges. The key to me in this long process has been coming to the understanding that 

every step is a victory and every time we feed ourselves, or someone else we strengthen the 

bonds that bring us together as Haudenosaunee, Anishinaabe, Cree, Secwepemc, Mi'kmaq, etc. 

When we focus on food, and come together, we know we can find a way to share more, do more 

and be who we are.  
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