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Immigration/migration and healthy publics:
the threat of food insecurity
Megan A. Carney 1✉ & Keegan C. Krause2

ABSTRACT Global climate change and the continued neoliberalization of food systems

have exacerbated levels of food insecurity and hunger, producing an ever-expanding popu-

lation of displaced persons who are also nutritionally vulnerable. Restrictive immigration

policies in post-arrival and resettlement contexts compound with other cultural, social,

political, and economic conditions to negatively affect the food security and health of dis-

placed persons. This article engages a comparative ethnographic perspective for examining

the migration-food security nexus. Drawing on ethnographic research with Mexican and

Central American im/migrants in the Western United States, Haitian im/migrants in the

Dominican Republic, and African im/migrant populations in Italy, this article analyzes local

experiences of food insecurity in restrictive immigration policy contexts through an inter-

sectional lens. Finally, this article examines the possibilities for engaged research oriented

toward generating “healthy publics” and addressing food insecurity across disparate geo-

graphical and political settings and amid structural and social constraints.
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Introduction

In its most recent “State of Food Security and Nutrition in the
World” report, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations estimated that more than 820 million people

were experiencing chronic food insecurity or hunger. Food
insecurity is defined by the FAO as prolonged lack of access to
enough food to meet basic needs (FAO, 2019). Chronic food
insecurity may lead to the physical, often painful sensation of
hunger and to malnutrition (Messer and Cohen, 2007). Rather
than simply a condition caused by insufficient economic means
for purchasing food to meet adequate caloric intake, the experi-
ence of food insecurity is multidimensional and shaped by the
complex interaction of multiple political, economic, and social
factors (Pottier, 1999). Food insecurity alone is associated with a
variety of physiological and mental health outcomes, including
increased risk of metabolic disorders and heart disease (Gucciardi
et al., 2009; Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2008; Maynard et al., 2019;
Vozoris and Tarasuk, 2003), as well as anxiety, depression, and
increased stress (Martin et al., 2016; Muldoon et al., 2013; Olson,
1999; Slopen et al., 2010; Weaver and Hadley, 2009). Food
insecurity on a global scale has precipitated widespread human
displacement and migration (FAO, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c).

While the experience of food insecurity and its threats to
human health and wellbeing often render migration a necessary
strategy for survival, the food security and health of displaced and
im/migrant populations are also often compromised in post-
arrival and resettlement contexts (Crush and Caesar, 2017; FAO,
2017a, 2017b, 2017c; Moffat et al., 2017). Food insecurity in the
context of migration is often exacerbated by a lack of financial
resources, language barriers, socially or culturally-specific food
preferences, and limited knowledge of available resources and
services (Anderson et al., 2014; Vahabi and Damba, 2013). The
negative health outcomes associated with food insecurity may be
amplified by im/migrants’ experiences with chronic political
insecurity, racialized stigma, and documentation precarity
(Crocker, 2015; Gonzales and Chavez, 2012; Gonzales et al., 2013;
Greenhalgh and Carney, 2014; Menjivar 2013; Salas et al., 2013;
Viruell-Fuentes et al., 2012). Documentation precarity and eco-
nomic constraints often act synergistically with food insecurity,
propagating cyclical patterns of poor health in displaced popu-
lations that often rely on informal and unregulated employment
and limited access to health care and social services (Carney,
2015a; Hadley et al., 2008; Mendenhall, 2012).

In this article, we engage a comparative ethnographic per-
spective for examining food insecurity as a significant barrier to
“healthy publics” (Hinchliffe et al., 2018) in restrictive immigra-
tion or migration policy contexts. Following an explanation of
our methodology, we present case studies from our respective
field research sites: the Western United States, the Dominican
Republic, and Italy. Recognizing the ways that food insecurity
articulates with various aspects of im/migrant identity such as
race, class, citizenship or legal status, gender, age, and (dis)ability,
we employ an intersectional lens to analyze differential experi-
ences and manifestations of food insecurity across our sites
(Crenshaw, 1991: Mollet and Faria, 2013). In our discussion, we
examine the possibilities for applying the healthy publics (Hin-
chliffe et al., 2018) concept to food-related displacement and food
insecurity in post-arrival and resettlement contexts. Anthro-
pologists in particular have insisted that policies and programs
designed to ameliorate food insecurity should reflect and account
for the lived experiences of communities that are most directly
impacted (Garth, 2019; Pottier, 1999). By providing a more
nuanced discussion of the ways that immigration policy contexts
compound with other aspects of identity and structural con-
straints to shape lived experiences of migration and food inse-
curity, we seek to engage decision-makers, institutional actors

within multilateral organizations, and others governing food and
agricultural policy, immigration policy, health policy, economic
development, and trade. Contrary to nativist and populist claims
that immigration is a threat to public health, the enduring pro-
blem of food insecurity among im/migrant and displaced popu-
lations represents a formidable barrier to achieving healthy
publics.

We employ “im/migrant” throughout this article to index the
ways that there is much fluidity among the categories of immi-
grant, migrant, immigration, and migration. Empirical data have
shown that people cite many different reasons for migrating or
immigrating, and characterize their decisions by invoking myriad
terms (Carney, 2015a; Castañeda, 2010; Zavella, 2011). While
arguably imperfect, “im/migrant” serves as an inclusive referent
for the populations we discuss in this article.

The migration-food security nexus
Neoliberal economic policies and climate-related events continue
to displace millions from agrarian and pastoral livelihoods (FAO,
2017c; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Kerr, 2017). The weakening of
the welfare state brought about by neoliberal reforms such as
structural adjustment programs, as well as the inability to com-
pete with cheap agricultural imports rendered through multi-
lateral trade agreements, have compromised the capacity of rural
households around the world to avoid food insecurity (Carney,
2015a, 2017a, 2017b; Galvéz, 2018; Patel, 2007; Patel et al., 2009;
Yates-Doerr, 2015). The influx of migrants heading to the United
States following the North American Free Trade Agreement
signed in 1994 by the United States, Mexico, and Canada, as well
as the continued out-migration from African and Caribbean
nations that underwent structural adjustment programs, serve as
prime examples of the effects of trade liberalization and economic
restructuring on rural, agrarian households (Cole and Groes,
2016; FAO, 2017a; Fernandez-Kelley and Massey, 2007; Galvéz,
2018; Pfeiffer and Chapman, 2010; Gros, 2010; Kay, 2006; Weeks,
1995). Climate change is already exacerbating current food
insecurity trends through “increasing temperatures, changing
precipitation patterns, and greater frequency of extreme events”
(IPCC, 2019, p. 5). Impediments or interferences to food pro-
duction include drought and desertification (particularly in the
Mediterranean region and sub-Saharan Africa), extreme weather
events, pests, crop disease, and lower nutritional quality of crops
from higher atmospheric levels of CO2. These changes threaten
the nearly 200 million people for whom the current food system
provides a basic livelihood (IPCC, 2019). The UN Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change in its Special Report on Climate
Change and Land (2019) predicts heightened “environmentally
induced migration both within countries and across borders” (p.
17) from disrupted food chains and threats to land-based
livelihoods.

Scholars of globalization have identified a central contradiction
of neoliberal capitalism—namely, that capital and commodities
move freely across geopolitical borders while human mobility is
restrained (Harvey, 2005). A “biopolitics of food insecurity”
perspective underscores how food, in its commodity form and as
a site of capital accumulation, moves across geopolitical borders
while an ever-growing segment of the human population suffers
from chronic food deprivation (Carney, 2014a, 2015a; Nally,
2011). In an arrangement described by Pechlaner and Otero
(2010) as the “neoliberal food regime”, corporate monopolization
of the global food system is predicated on prioritizing profits and
increasing returns for shareholders (McMichael, 2009; Nally,
2011). The global reach of this arrangement continues to displace
millions from rural agrarian livelihoods who must then migrate as
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a means to find economic alternatives and to alleviate food
insecurity, indexing the bidirectional bind through which people
depend on the capacity of local and global food systems in order
to meet their nutritional needs (Crush and Caesar, 2017). Crush
and Caesar (2017) frame these dynamics as the “migration-food
security nexus”.

While documented or undocumented status alone is not the
sole determinant of individual or group vulnerability to food
insecurity, im/migrants of precarious legal status—i.e., undocu-
mented and/or unauthorized—encounter additional barriers to
accessing adequate food as forms of public assistance are often
restricted to citizens and legal residents (Carney, 2015a, 2015b;
Mares, 2019; Minkoff-Zern, 2019; Munger et al., 2015; Walse-
mann et al., 2017). Legal status often compounds with other
variables such as race, class, gender, age, and (dis)ability to
exacerbate food insecurity. When interacting with other risk
factors such as poverty, immigration status, social isolation, and
severe stress, food insecurity portends negative health outcomes
(Carney, 2015a, 2015b; Greenwald and Zajfen, 2015; Kasper et al.,
2000; Quandt et al., 2006; Vahabi et al., 2011). Yet even for im/
migrants with current and legally valid documents, the backdrop
of nationalist immigration policies and broader immigration
enforcement practices generates experiences with stigma and
social isolation already familiar to those with precarious legal
status (Chavez, 2013; Salas et al., 2013)

In a recent scoping review of the literature on “food insecurity
among immigrant populations in high-income nations” (p. 376),
Maynard et al. (2019) concluded by calling for more “in-depth
qualitative research” on this subject. The migration-food security
nexus thus warrants further scholarly attention, particularly by
those seeking to do applied and engaged work.

Methodology
Both of us have been engaged in long-term ethnographic field-
work at our respective research sites—Western United States and
Italy (see especially Carney, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2015a, 2015b,
2015c, 2017a, 2017b), and the Dominican Republic (Krause)—for
several years. By and large, our experiences as researchers have
been with recently arrived im/migrants, mixed-status households,
and the social actors and institutions providing various forms of
support to these groups. We draw on our experiences as ethno-
graphers to present and discuss the case studies featured in this
article. We focus explicitly on recently arrived im/migrants—
many of whom have fled conditions of food insecurity in their
communities of origin—and their experiences with food inse-
curity post-arrival.

Data for the first case study, i.e., Mexican and Central Amer-
ican im/migrant experiences with food insecurity in the Western
United States, are derived from 20 months of ethnographic
fieldwork that Carney conducted between 2008 and 2011 with
im/migrant women (n= 25) and private food assistance pro-
grams operating in Santa Barbara County, California. At the time
of this research, Santa Barbara County had one of the highest
rates of food insecurity (39% of low-income households) in the
state of California (California Health Interview Survey, 2009) and
in 2011, the county’s leading hunger-relief organization reported
that more than one-quarter of local residents had sought emer-
gency food assistance. Although food insecurity is a complex
problem, Santa Barbara County’s high cost of living and relatively
low-paying jobs in service and hospitality, construction, and
agriculture, exacerbate this problem. Poverty in the region had
been gradually increasing in recent years; as of 2010, one in five
Santa Barbara County households and one in four children lived
at or below the federal poverty level (US Census, 2011). Carney
conducted outreach and recruited key informants through

established community organizations in Santa Barbara County
which were regularly frequented by local im/migrant commu-
nities, including private food assistance programs, community
centers, and Head Start preschools. Local promotoras (commu-
nity health workers) also assisted with publicizing the project and
recruiting participants. Criteria for screening key informants
included women of age 18 or older who had migrated from
Mexico or Central America and had previous experience utilizing
some form of food assistance. Participants ranged in age from 24
to 60 years (mean age of 38) and originated from Mexico,
Honduras, and Guatemala, although the majority of women were
from common sending states in Mexico such as Guerrero,
Michoacán, and Oaxaca. Five of the women had obtained formal
status in the US, including a woman from Guatemala who had
been granted asylum, but most (20 out of 25) were “sin papeles”
(i.e., undocumented). Women’s length of residency in the US
spanned from as short as three months to as long as 30 years.
Semi-structured and life history interviews, dietary surveys, the
USDA Household Food Security Scale, participant observation,
and focus groups served as the primary instruments of data
collection. As a participant-observer, Carney documented inter-
actions between staff and volunteers of NGOs with im/migrant
women and she accompanied key informants in their daily
activities such as grocery shopping, informal work, picking up
kids from school, and preparing meals.

The second case study draws on Krause’s fieldwork in the
informal tourism sector of the Dominican Republic. While the
formal ethnographic and epidemiological data were collected
during exploratory research in the summer of 2018 and three
months of fieldwork in the summer of 2019, Krause also draws
from nearly 3 years of prior professional experience living in the
Dominican Republic working in the public education and health
sectors, as well as time engaging in language and apiculture stu-
dies in rural Haiti in 2010. Krause’s research conducted in 2019
utilized mixed methods, including participant observation, a
cross-sectional occupational health survey, and semi-structured
qualitative interviews to engage young Haitian and Dominican
men ages 18 to 30 working in the informal tourism sector. His
project explored experiences of young Haitian men with occu-
pational health, access to social capital, and food security in the
context of migration and structural and racialized violence.
Krause’s cross-sectional survey design adapted portions of the
Center for Disease Control’s National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health’s Quality of Work Life Survey (CDC, 2010) and
the Latin American and Caribbean Food Security Scale (Comité
Cientifico de la ELCSA, 2012). Partnering with a local NGO, a
Dominico-Haitian educator and two young Haitian men working
in the informal tourism sector, the survey was culturally and
linguistically adapted into Spanish and Haitian Kreyol. Krause
completed the cross-sectional survey with Haitians (n= 31) and
Dominicans (n= 29) working in the informal sector of two
Dominican tourist hubs. Krause subsequently followed-up with 9
of the Haitian survey participants to complete semi-structured
qualitative interviews, expanding on some of the reported survey
data. Practicing participant observation, Krause spent time in the
occupational and home settings with his participants, doc-
umenting interactions between young Haitian men and their co-
workers, supervisors, tourists, taxi-drivers, shop attendants, and
police, with a particular emphasis on racialized exposures and
cultivation of social capital related to daily survival.

The third case study presents data from Carney’s ethnographic
fieldwork on migrant reception in Sicily that she began in 2014,
building on previous research experience in Italy that she con-
ducted in 2003, 2005, and 2008. Although food insecurity was not
the primary focus of her research in Sicily, migrants’ struggles
with food surfaced and resurfaced as significant themes during
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her years of fieldwork. Beginning with the Arab Spring in 2011,
migration across the Central Mediterranean into Europe surged,
provoking declarations of a “refugee crisis” by European officials.
In the peak years of this migration, between 2014 and 2017, an
estimated 624,747 migrants arrived to Italy, primarily through
Sicily, while “13,457 were lost along the way to its shores” (Fiore
and Ialongo, 2018, p. 482). Based on records maintained by the
Italian Ministry of the Interior, the majority of those arriving
were seeking asylum and had begun their journeys from countries
in Africa and the Middle East. As of mid-2019, 29 percent of
Italy’s asylum-seekers were residing in Sicily (down from 40
percent in 2018) (Osservatorio Migrazioni, 2018). Italy’s Ministry
of Interior reports that between 2011 and 2015, Sicily “was the
region hosting the highest number of migrants seeking asylum
and humanitarian protection” (IOM, 2018; Osservatorio Migra-
zione, 2018). According to the Italian National Institute for Sta-
tistics, more than half of Sicily’s population was “at risk for
poverty” in 2016, almost double the national average (23.1 per-
cent) (EURES, 2019; ISTAT, 2016). In the same year, unem-
ployment in Sicily was 22 percent compared with 11 percent in
central and northern Italy, and youth unemployment was at a
record high with estimates hovering around 50 percent (ISTAT,
2016). Carney obtained data for this project through participant
observation at NGOs and grassroots organizations providing a
range of services to migrants; migrant boat disembarkations;
migrant reception centers for adults and also minors; offices of
social workers; public protests and demonstrations; film screen-
ings and art exhibitions focused on migration and human rights;
migrant health clinics; restaurants and cafes promoting
community-building around fusion cuisines; fundraisers to sup-
port humanitarian organizations engaged in some aspect of
migrant reception; and conferences focused on ameliorating
migrant reception conditions. She also conducted more than 100
semi-structured and informal interviews with migrants, social
workers, Italian officials and authorities, volunteers for charitable
and humanitarian organizations, clinicians, medical interpreters,
members of the clergy, attorneys, university professors, students,
business owners, and grassroots organizers.

These studies received human subjects approval from review
boards at the University of California–Santa Barbara, University
of Arizona, and Arizona State University. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants.

In this article, we engage a comparative ethnographic frame-
work for its potential to enhance our understanding of the
broader context of the migration-food security nexus through
honing theoretical models and challenging existing conceptual
categories (Abramson and Gong, 2020; Simmons and Smith,
2019). This framework requires that we compare the effects of
geographic location, environmental/occupational conditions,
local policies, availability of public resources, and other
community-level factors in rendering food insecurity and im/
migrants’ lived experiences. Food insecurity across different
populations and disparate ethnographic settings assumes myriad
forms and meanings that must be accounted for in future
research and policy (Pottier, 1999). An important aspect of our
respective research projects has been an enduring commitment to
engaged and collaborative research that will yield broad social
impacts (Hinchliffe et al., 2018).

One limitation of this article is that we do not have ethno-
graphic data to share from im/migrants’ communities of origin.
Another limitation is that we do not account for the experiences
of children of im/migrants or of subsequent generations who
have been excluded from obtaining citizenship because of laws
governing the terms of formal belonging (e.g., jus sanguinis laws
in Italy and TC/0168/13 in the Dominican Republic). Outside
the scope of this article is examining the vast body of research

on changes to and meanings of food practices among im/
migrant populations in resettlement contexts and the role of
remittances in supporting food security in communities of
origin.

Case studies: food insecurity in restrictive immigration policy
contexts
Ensuring “los Básicos” (the Basics): Mexican and Central
American Im/migrants in the United States. Since the late 1970s
women have migrated from Mexico to the United States in more
or less equal numbers to men, and much of this migration is
unauthorized (Segura and Zavella, 2007). Food insecurity has
increasingly underpinned migration from Mexico and Central
America to the United States, and especially of women and
children (Carney, 2015a, 2017a; Galvéz, 2018).

Estimates of the number of undocumented individuals living in
the United States range between 10 and 11 million, representing
about 3.5 percent of the national population (Passel and Cohn,
2011).

The post-9/11 environment of border militarization and
securitization in the United States intensified extant restrictive
immigration policies and practices of political exclusion as these
applied to im/migrants. As summarized by the Migration Policy
Institute (2011):

In the decade since 9/11, immigration policy has been
viewed principally through the lens of national security, a
development that has given rise to major new border
security and law enforcement initiatives, heightened visa
controls and screening of international travelers and would-
be immigrants, the collection and storage of information in
vast new interoperable databases used by law enforcement
and intelligence agencies, and the use of state and local law
enforcement as force multipliers in immigration
enforcement.

Specific policies that restricted mobility of im/migrants both
arriving to the United States vis-a-vis its border with Mexico and
living within the country already have included the US Border
Patrol’s practice of “prevention through deterrence” (De León,
2015), the Department of Homeland Security’s “Secure Commu-
nities” program through which local law enforcement conspire
with federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials, and
the expansion and entrenchment of privatized immigrant
detention and mass deportations in the United States corre-
sponding to a “racialized removal program” (Golash-Boza and
Hondagneau, 2013). The cumulation of these punitive actions,
referred to by some scholars as an “amplified immigration
regime” (Menjívar, 2012), have provoked widespread fear and
anxiety among im/migrant communities regarding the threat of
apprehension, racial profiling, detention, and deportation.

At the time of Carney’s research, California had the largest
number of unauthorized im/migrants employed in its economy
(US Census Bureau, 2010; Van Hook et al., 2005). As a factor of
their status, undocumented im/migrants are excluded from most
forms of public assistance. The Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation (PRWORA) Act of 1996 for
instance, barred foreign-born immigrants from being able to
utilize federal welfare programs. Noncitizens and the children of
noncitizens were found to experience more persistent and
higher levels of food insecurity following the enactment of
PRWORA (Van Hook and Balistreri, 2006). In her work on food
insecurity among Latinx immigrants in Seattle, Washington,
anthropologist Teresa Mares (2013) observes how: “Undocu-
mented workers are helping to uphold the tattered safety net of
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public benefits even as they are denied access to these same
benefits” (p. 5).

Santa Barbara County—located approximately 100 miles
northwest of the city of Los Angeles—has a long history of labor
migration from Mexico and was a major stronghold of Chicano
culture following California’s annexation from Mexico in 1848.
Today, Latinx account for more than 40 percent of the local
population (out of a total of 423,895), and many households
identify Spanish as a first language (US Census 2010). Tourism,
commercial agriculture, and construction rank among the
region’s principal economic activities, employing several thou-
sand im/migrants annually for work as hotel housekeepers,
janitors, cooks, gardeners, farmworkers, and construction work-
ers. During the time of Carney’s research, Latinx households
accounted for 69 percent of total Santa Barbara County
households in poverty (Bureau of Population Statistics, 2010).

Women in Carney’s research explained that price was the
ultimate determinant in purchasing decisions: “price comes first,
you always go for the items on special” (Maya, age 26, from
Guerrero) (all names herein are pseudonyms). Consistent with
unprecedented increases in global food prices during recent years
(Mittal, 2009), Olivia recalled a moment when rice, a central
staple for her household, was unobtainable: “people are worried
when prices go up. Because when food prices increase, like rice
when it is scarce, and they see the prices increase by four or five
dollars, this represents a real problem”. Many in Carney’s
research admitted to reducing their food intake in the midst of
these price increases, but explained that they always made sure to
have enough of los básicos (basic foods): “we eat enough, but of
basic things [básicos]”; “there is a lot of food even though it may
not be nutritious. Like, there are many potatoes and this we use in
many ways, in tacos, in tortillas, you can do a lot with these, so
there is never a shortage of food”.

Women in Carney’s research often discussed comidas limitadas
(limited foods, such as meat, fruit, and some vegetables), whose
scarcity impeded efforts toward comida saludable (healthy meals).
Women explained that limitada referred to the quality, rather
than quantity, of food sources. Limitadas enhanced the nutri-
tional value of básicos (basic foods). Brenda (age 56, from
Cuernavaca) explained that básicos comprised the foundation of a
nutritious diet but needed to be combined with limitadas for
optimal health: “I think that tortillas, chiles, and beans are at the
foundation of diet… and an egg or a piece of meat when things
are going well.” Conversely, many women perceived a persistent
reliance on rice and beans, and in some cases, tortillas, bread, and
milk, as inadequate for maintaining health. Concern that food
would not last between paychecks compelled some women to
ration foods with extra scrutiny: “it gives me much shame to be
without food. One is always thinking of how to get what one
needs for tomorrow. For example, if I buy a chicken, I always
divide it in half, half for one day, half for the next day. So yes, one
is worried that food will run out.”

Food procurement in the context of limited economic
resources could require many hours of investment, as women
sought las especiales (bargains) through visiting multiple stores.
Juliana (age 38, from Guerrero), for instance, preferred to plan
her meals spontaneously around the best deals she could find.
After walking her children to school each day, Juliana would
begin her trip around town to survey prices at the stores within
closest proximity to her home. She was always looking to
aprovechar las especiales (take advantage of specials). Sometimes
prior to her mid-morning walkabout, she would leaf through
coupon books that had arrived in the mail. Knowing about the
specials in advance could save her time, as without access to a car
or someone to drive her, the journey between stores to compare
prices was very time consuming. Yet only a handful of the women

in Carney’s research were able to engage in this type of price
surveillance, as others were usually putting in the hours at wage-
based sites of work. They described relying more on the practice
of economizar (a verb translating as “to balance” or “to
economize”) to make the most of their purchases.

Mixed-status households, such as households with foreign-
born parents and US-born children, were eligible for limited
forms of public assistance such as the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Yet
women in Carney’s research exhibited strong distrust of public
assistance as they interpreted these programs at sites of state
surveillance that could lead to their apprehension, detention, or
deportation by US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
(see also Carney, 2015b). Low enrollment by undocumented
individuals in public assistance is widely documented (Kaushal
et al., 2014; Nam and Jung, 2008) and has been explained by the
potential stigmas associated with participation (Kaiser, 2008) and
the perceived risk of becoming a public charge when petitioning
to the US government for formal status (this research preceded
the reinstatement of the public charge rule by President Trump in
2020). Instead, women in Carney’s research were more
comfortable with seeking food assistance through private charities
such as food banks and pantries.

Charitable forms of food assistance—increasingly assuming a
larger share of the safety net since the mid-1980s when the US
implemented sweeping budget cuts to federal welfare programs
(Poppendieck, 1998)—were popular among all of the women in
Carney’s research. Yet due to the irregular hours and at-times
inconvenient locations of programs, many women could not
participate to reap their benefits. Despite women’s occasional
complaints about the disorderly process of distributions, or
unfairness around how items were distributed among clients, they
appreciated these sites for distributing staple items, and especially
fresh produce. Moreover, women explained that they preferred
these programs first and foremost for permitting them some
degree of anonymity amid fears of state surveillance for those
lacking formal status, as well as for offering a social outlet or
opportunities to connect with other local forms of social support.
Since the 2008 recession, however, demand for private food
assistance in Santa Barbara County increased at an annual rate of
35 percent from 2008 to 2011 even amidst declining donations
from government and corporate retailers (Foodbank of Santa
Barbara County, 2012; Young, 2008). Other nonprofit organiza-
tions providing social services to im/migrants and low-income
households throughout California also witnessed a halt in major
streams of funding from major donors and governmental sources
during the recession, thus compromising their ability to meet
existing and growing need (personal communication with grants
officer at the California Wellness Foundation).

“They are selling us the dream… but that dream is not real for
us”: Haitian Im/migrants working in the informal tourism
sector of the Dominican Republic. The contemporary lived
experiences of Haitian im/migrants in the Dominican Republic
are rooted in centuries of colonialism and more recently, neo-
liberal economic reforms (Farmer, 1994, 2004; Howard, 2001;
Sagaś, 2000; Simmons, 2010; Tavernier, 2008). Once considered
the most productive French colony of the “New World,” Haiti is
currently the poorest country in the western hemisphere with a
GDP of 9.7 billion $US (World Bank, 2019a) compared to the
Dominican Republic’s GDP of 81.3 billion $US (World Bank,
2019b). Haiti also experiences severe income inequality, main-
taining a high GINI coefficient (61 in 2012) and an estimated 70
to 80 percent of Haiti’s population living at some level of poverty
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(PNUD, 2013). Haiti’s extreme economic disadvantage is exa-
cerbated by environmental precarity and constant political tur-
moil. The 2010 earthquake devastated Haiti’s economy and
infrastructure, killing well over 200,000 people and displacing an
estimated one million more (CDC, 2014) while producing eco-
nomic costs amounting close to the country’s current GDP
(Cavallo et al., 2010). A cholera outbreak reportedly prompted by
poor hygienic practices of international aid workers put intense
pressure on an already incapacitated healthcare system and
claimed over 9000 Haitian lives (Frerichs, 2016). Haiti also
receives an over-abundance of international food aid which has
undermined the country’s agricultural sector (Cohen, 2013;
Kenny, 2011; Schuller, 2012; Zanotti, 2010). Most recently, a
corruption scandal accusing President Jovenel Moise and his
administration of embezzling billions of dollars earmarked for
social spending resulted in the removal of government fuel sub-
sidies in July of 2018 and subsequent mass protests and political
turmoil that has continued well into 2020 (Chery, 2020; Human
Rights Watch, 2020; Nugent, 2019).

Haiti’s volatile political system and struggling economy is a
driving force behind modern Haitian migration to the Dominican
Republic’s relatively more stable economy (Jayaram, 2010; Horst
and Taylor, 2014). It is estimated that anywhere between 500,000
to 1,000,000 Haitians live and work in the Dominican Republic
today, and personal remittances received in Haiti make up an
estimated 32 percent of Haiti’s GDP (World Bank, 2019c).

Throughout the 20th century, Haitian im/migration to the
Dominican Republic was largely facilitated by the rapid growth of
the Dominican sugarcane industry. A binational bracero program
and voluntary Haitian migration established a culture of labor
migration while bolstering the Dominican economy (Jayaram,
2010). Sweeping neoliberal economic reforms and the overall
decline of the Caribbean sugar industry in the 1990s and early
2000s led to significant economic restructuring and the inevitable
re-routing of Haitian im/migrant labor to other sectors of the
Dominican economy. Today, global tourism and foreign direct
investment are redefining the Dominican economy, drawing most
Haitian im/migrants directly to tourist hubs and urban centers
(Jayaram, 2010). In 2017, there were over six million tourist
arrivals to the Dominican Republic, compared to the 470,000
tourists arriving in Haiti (World Bank, 2017). While many young
Haitians aspire to fulfill their dreams of improved opportunity in
the Dominican Republic’s tourism sector, they are still subject to
restrictive immigration policies and a political culture of
hypernationalism and implicit and explicit racialized violence
that lingers from the Trujillo dictatorship (1930–1961) and
Balaguer regime (1960–1962; 1966–1978; 1986–1996). These
legacies of structural and racialized violence still inform modern
politics which undermine the potential for formal employment
opportunities for most Haitians (Jayaram, 2010; Leventhal, 2013).
In 2006, under President Leonel Fernández, the Dominican
Republic also began to militarize its borders with the support of
the United States (Miller, 2013). By 2009 the Haitian-Dominican
border was patrolled by multimillion dollar black-hawk helicop-
ters and rifle-toting CESFRONT (Specialized Border Security
Corps) agents who had also reportedly received training resources
from US Customs and Border Patrol (Miller, 2013).

Shortly after Dominican border militarization and the
presidential succession of Leonel Fernández by Danilo Medina
in 2012, on September 23, 2013 the Constitutional Court of the
Dominican Republic enacted resolution TC/0168/13. This
resolution retroactively denied Dominican citizenship to anyone
born in the Dominican Republic after 1929 who could not prove
that at least one parent was of Dominican nationality, decidedly
naming anyone not meeting this criterion as an undocumented
transient worker (IACH, 2015). While harsh international

responses pressured the Dominican government to re-evaluate,
and offer a system for Dominican-Born Haitians to apply for
proper documentation, the process is slow and the rhetoric this
edict produced has lingered, producing certain precarity for
Haitians with and without documentation as militarized
immigration enforcement seems to take their cues from the
current United States presidential administration. Subsequently,
Haitian im/migrants frequently rely on informal (licit or illicit)
and unregulated employment (Leventhal, 2013).

In his ethnographic work, Krause found that young Haitian
men most often engage in the informal tourism sector in
positions which can be broadly defined as either local business
promotion promoting local restaurants, clubs, or aquatic activities
or ambulatory entrepreneurship, selling fruits, peanuts, sunglasses
and phone cases on the streets and beaches. Those working in
promotion usually earn between 5 to 20 percent of their daily
sales, being paid nearly always under the table without formal
contracts. Haitians living and working in this setting often speak
several languages; in addition to Haitian Kreyol and French,
many speak nearly fluent Spanish and English. Their linguistic
competencies and sometimes precarious documentation status
are often capitalized on by Dominican and foreign business
owners. A walk through many Dominican tourist hubs will prove
that a significant portion of those initiating contact with potential
patrons are Haitian. Many Haitians also capitalize on these skills
through copious interactions with foreign tourists, often building
lasting relationships resulting in tremendous social capital not
otherwise available in Haiti or through relationships with their
Dominican counterparts. For example, one young Haitian man
working as a restaurant promotor on the beach often spends what
little free time he has volunteering as a translator and cultural
liaison for international medical missions in nearby communities.
While not formally compensated for his time, he has been able to
form meaningful and lasting relationships with some of the
United States and Canadian medical professionals. This young
man’s newly established global social capital eventually mani-
fested in these volunteers crowd-sourcing financial support in
order to cover the costs of a new student visa and inscription fees,
allowing him to enroll at the Dominican Republic’s flagship
university to study tourism and management.

While the life histories of these young Haitian men were
diverse and complex, they all shared similar experiences with
food insecurity and stress. Of the young Haitian men who
participated in the survey only 10 percent reported being able to
cover all or most of their living expenses with current wages,
while 65 percent and 81 percent, respectively, reported worrying
about running out of food and had actually run out of food in the
last three months. Furthermore, 77 percent of young Haitian men
report having to eat the same food nearly almost every day due to
lack of funds and access to diverse and affordable nutritional
options. Most young men attributed these experiences to
geographic isolation due to racialized stigma and a lack of readily
available resources.

The intersection of poverty, racialized violence and stigma, and
food insecurity can be a vicious cycle, especially when tethered
directly to the globalized tourism economy. As a young Haitian
restaurant promoter explained to me in English, “They are selling
us the dream, and we are supposed to sell that dream too. But that
dream is not real. It isn’t real for us,” referring to the dream of
“paradise” that the local business owners leverage while
encouraging Haitians to work in the informal sector for low
wages at the beach, and the dream that these same young Haitians
are expected to sell to tourists. This dream indeed is highly
implausible for those engaging in the informal sector, who often
cannot afford to live in the high-priced tourist communities in
which they work (also see Brennan, 2004; Padilla, 2008),
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necessitating significant expenditure on daily transportation.
Those who are able to live near tourism sites are relegated to
slum-like conditions with intermittent access to electricity and
potable water. For Haitians, this situation can be exacerbated by
precarious documentation status and intermittent crack-downs
by the national police, which can be risky for Haitians regardless
of documentation status. Many young Haitian men report
difficulties obtaining secure housing agreements and being
isolated to their work at the beach and to their homes due to
enhanced policing: “It is a terrible cycle… I go to the beach, and I
go home, that’s it… Sometimes they give me food for lunch (the
restaurant), if not, I eat in the street (buying food from street
vendors) or don’t eat… but I don’t spend time in the street
because it isn’t safe” (Haitian restaurant promotor).

While nearly all communities have at least some access to rice,
oil, some fresh vegetables and eggs through local colmados (food
stands/shops), most of these young men lack utilities to cook or
keep perishable items. Consequently, they must rely on purchas-
ing food from streetvendors, or the generosity of neighbors.
While street food is relatively cheap, it is much more expensive
and less nutritious than having control of diverse ingredients in
one’s own kitchen. One of the young Haitian men explained to
me further, that if someone is fortunate enough to work at a
restaurant, they can potentially eat a meal or two before or after
work due to the occasional generosity of their employers.
However, when rumblings of immigration raids surface, which
increased significantly in June of 2019 (Dominican Today, 2019),
fear of being arrested or harassed means staying isolated, skipping
work, and losing out on that day’s wages while also missing the
potential free meals consumed while at work. This inconsistent
work presence may mean increased chances of being fired from
one’s informal position, resulting in more financial precarity and
food insecurity. When asked about what young Haitian im/
migrant men need to survive while living and working in this
precarious setting, some said increased access to basic resources,
but many young men explained that what they would prefer, are
structural changes to produce better opportunities: “I just need
one thing right now, that thing is called opportunity. I don’t want
someone to come and give me a big plate of food every day. I
don’t want you to do things for me, I just want the opportunity to
do it myself… and I don’t mean from just one person, you know?
I need my nation, my community, my society to give me what we
call opportunity,” (Haitian beach worker).

“A system based on a logic of ‘emergency’”: African Im/
migrants in Italy. Decades of structural adjustment programs
and, more recently, increased climatic stress on local environ-
ments throughout much of the African continent, have con-
tributed to civil war and violence, widespread displacement from
agrarian and pastoral livelihoods, and internal and transnational
migration (Cole and Groes, 2016). These conditions precede
increased migration from North Africa through the Central
Mediterranean. This migration is what the EU deems as “clan-
destine” and has tried to prevent through border militarization,
surveillance, and third-country agreements, even though the vast
majority of those coming across the Mediterranean by unsea-
worthy sea vessels are seeking asylum (De Genova, 2017).

In 2017, the most reported countries of origin during
disembarkations at Italian ports were Nigeria (18,158 or 15
percent), Guinea (9701 8 percent), and Côte d’Ivoire (9507 8
percent) (Osservatorio Migrazione 2018). As explained by a
Palermo-based nonprofit volunteer who regularly helped
migrants to complete their asylum paperwork, increased migra-
tion from the African continent in recent years could be
attributed to “The situation in their countries: wars and conflicts

that have created myriad challenges, so much so that they cannot
make lives for themselves. There is no work. They are seeking a
better life.” Reasons listed for seeking asylum and relayed to social
workers and local authorities with whom Carney spoke to
between 2014 and 2017 included forced military conscription
(Eritrea), violence and civil unrest (Libya, Egypt, Tunisia, Nigeria,
Guinea), and civil war (Côte d’Ivoire). While any person was
eligible to apply for asylum upon setting foot for the first time in
EU territory, many of these arriving asylum-seekers viewed Italy
as a “transit country”. Given terms in the Dublin Regulation that
restrict movement by asylum-seekers between EU countries until
their asylum paperwork has been processed and approved, many
asylum-seekers were preferring to remain undetected by autho-
rities while in Italy and therefore maintained their status as
irregolari (irregular or undocumented im/migrants). Ambiguities
in Italy’s immigration laws, as well as changes to the criteria for
granting international protection implemented by former Interior
Minister Matteo Salvini in 2018 have rendered a record 670,000
irregolari (irregular, i.e., undocumented im/migrants) in Italy,
representing about 1 percent of the national population (Vita,
2019). These individuals encounter myriad constraints on
housing and employment and are barred from accessing a variety
of public services.

Often deemed a “latecomer” to matters of immigration in
comparison with much of Western Europe, Italy did not
introduce its first legislation dealing with immigration until the
late 1980s (no. 943, 30 December 1986) (Zincone, 2006). Italy’s
immigrant population has gradually grown from around 300,000
in the 1980s to nearly 5 million in the mid 2010s (Degiuli, 2016).
Varying with economic conditions and labor shortages, Italy has
implemented a mix of restrictive and more welcoming immigra-
tion policies (Degiuli, 2016). The Bossi-Fini law that once
criminalized Italian citizens who assisted irregolari, recalled by
one of Carney’s informants as “a policy that prohibited hospitals
from caring for migrants without documents and put doctors and
nurses at risk of imprisonment,” as well as the more recent
Decreto Sicurezza (Security Decree) introduced by Matteo Salvini
serve as prominent examples of restrictive immigration policies
that have gone into effect in the past two decades. Degiuli (2016)
explains that Italian immigration laws frequently tether legal
status to ensuring “a cheap and flexible workforce” (p. 48). Italy’s
Istituto nazionale della previdenza sociale (INPS)—Italy’s public
retirement system—which collects data on workers, reported in
2018 that nearly 70,000 im/migrants were formally employed in
Sicily’s agricultural and fishing sectors (38 percent), and as
domestic workers (30 percent) (Osservatorio Migrazione 2018).
Meanwhile almost the same number of im/migrants were
unemployed or underemployed as “flessibilità” (flexible) workers
(Osservatorio Migrazione 2018). As stated by one social worker
that Carney interviewed in Palermo in 2016, and reiterated on
various occasions by others with direct experience assisting im/
migrants, “They take the hardest jobs, that in part also uphold
Italy’s welfare system. They are the only ones who are willing to
work as janitors, domestics, service workers. They are completely
exploited.”

As a factor of Italian laws that tether work to legal status, many
employers require that im/migrants present proof of residence
prior to extending work contracts. As summarized to Carney by a
cultural mediator working inside one of Sicily’s migrant reception
centers: “The problem is that migrants don’t always find work
because many Italians don’t have much trust in them. But then,
without a job, a migrant cannot apply for a residency permit. It’s
like a dog who bites his own tail: without a residency permit, one
cannot find a job.” An Italian journalist who also worked
periodically in special operations with the Italian military shared
with Carney, “For the most part, the people who we receive here
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in Italy, after a year, or two or three, they find themselves of
‘irregular’ status, without documents, leaving the country or
working in the black market. It is a situation completely out of
control, owing to the fact that it is a system based on a logic of
‘emergency’ rather than long-term solutions.”

Charitable and faith-based organizations attempt to fill in gaps
in the safety net for irregolari. However, these organizations have
witnessed dwindling donations and sources of monetary support
in the years following the 2008 sovereign debt crisis and the
economic austerity measures that ensued shortly thereafter.
Moreover, organizations have been coping with these structural
shifts as they also respond to heightened demand for their
services by citizens and noncitizens (Carney, 2017b; see also
Loopstra et al., 2015). One such organization where Carney
visited for her fieldwork is Table of Solidarity (Mensa della
Solidarietà), a faith-based soup kitchen in the town of Agrigento
on Sicily’s southern coast. Social workers from the local Caritas
chapter regularly referred migrants to the daily breakfast and
lunch services offered by Table of Solidarity. Each time she
arrived to Table of Solidarity, Carney counted nearly 100 people
or more waiting outside for a meal. When meals were ready,
clients entered the expansive dining room to assume a place at
one of the long cafeteria-style tables. Activities at the soup kitchen
were overseen by Sister Maria Stella, a woman whose boisterous
energy, petite frame, and gentle, almost childlike voice imparted
her an aura of eternal youthfulness, even at her 60-something
years of age.

On her first day at Table of Solidarity, Sister Maria Stella led
Carney on a tour of the soup kitchen’s dining hall and
commercial kitchen. Several volunteers, donning white aprons
and gloves, were wrapping up their activities in the kitchen and
preparing to serve clients. That day’s menu was undeniably one of
the more elaborate that Carney had encountered at similar food
assistance programs in Sicily: risotto di mare (seafood risotto),
sautéed carrots, grilled sardines, and a gelatin of salmon. While
clients retrieved trays of food from the service window, Sister
Maria Stella circled the room to socialize. Carney’s conversations
with volunteers – most of them agrigenti (from the Sicilian region
of Agrigento) – revealed that they were pensionati (retired and
receiving pensions) and had been helping at the soup kitchen for
several years. Some of them volunteered daily, while others
restricted themselves to one or two days per week. In his
discussion of volunteerism in Italy, Nicola Maggini, (2018)
alludes to how “In the absence of a strong and universal welfare
state, the family and Catholic-run charity services remain the
strongest safety nets,” (p. 111).

As Carney observed primarily in the coastal regions of Palermo
and Agrigento, charitable organizations like Table of Solidarity
operated soup kitchens and food pantries during a set number of
hours on weekday mornings and afternoons. Most operations
were closed on weekends. Yet, provisions offered at food pantries
were often unusable for migrants without access to housing,
refrigeration, or cooking facilities, such as those who were
camping outside one of Sicily’s train stations or squatting in
abandoned buildings. Social workers Carney interviewed also
alluded to how the location and hours of migrants’ limited, and
often seasonal work opportunities in agriculture and construc-
tion, impeded them from accessing soup kitchens and food
pantries in the morning or the middle of the day. Those who
struggled to utilize these programs alluded to surviving on the
cheapest food they could find, as one young man stated in
explaining his predicament, “There’s bread, and more bread.”
Recognizing the needs of migrants who were having to prioritize
work when such opportunities arose, volunteers with NGOs and
grassroots groups distributed sandwiches and bottles of water to
temporary encampments where migrants were residing.

Discussion: addressing food insecurity as a matter of healthy
publics
These case studies provide irrefutable evidence of the ways that
current global political-economic arrangements and restrictive
immigration policies complicate the migration-food security
nexus. Across our case studies—Mexican and Central American
im/migration to the United States, Haitian im/migration to the
Dominican Republic, and African im/migration to Italy—the
experience of food insecurity was compounded by a matrix of
variables, sometimes but not always including precarious legal
status (Santa Barbara, Dominican Republic, and Italy), expensive
(Santa Barbara) or insecure housing (Dominican Republic and
Italy), under-employment or unemployment, and eroding safety
nets. Reliance on public assistance and safety nets as a whole—
particularly in the United States and Italy—was tenuous at best.
Public and private programs in both settings have been coping
with fewer resources at their disposal while also responding to
rising demand for food assistance as working families struggle to
earn living wages (Dickinson, 2019; Muehlebach, 2012; Reese,
2019). Policies that restrict use of public assistance according to
one’s legal status related to nativist anxieties about the “threats”
posed by im/migrants to the population and resources within a
territory (also see Chavez, 2013; Menjívar, 2012; Simmons, 2010;
Ticktin, 2011; Zavella, 2011). In the Dominican Republic, neo-
liberal and nativist driven policies interact synergistically with the
globalized tourism economy, both drawing in Haitian im/
migrants to a competitive global market while isolating them
from basic resources. A “healthy publics” framework (Hinchliffe
et al., 2018) could be very promising for addressing food inse-
curity among im/migrant populations, but first we need to
reconcile with some significant barriers to enacting such a
framework.

Structural and social barriers to engaged research: culprits of
an ontological impossibility. Stephen Hinchliffe and colleagues
(2018) have introduced the concept of “healthy publics” to
reference the “dynamic collectives of people, ideas and environ-
ments that can enable health and wellbeing” (p. 2). They
emphasize the potential of this concept in stimulating colla-
borations around engaged research. Healthy publics may
encompass both the collectives that assemble around research
seeking to transform health and wellbeing, and the relationships
and formations that are constituted through or emerge as an
outcome of such collectives. Hinchliffe et al. (2018) are forth-
coming in stating how “emergent and collective approaches to re-
defining, creating and sustaining healthy publics requires con-
siderable time, resources and work” (p. 5) particularly for those
unaccustomed to doing research.

We should not discount the formidable barriers that may
prevent im/migrant populations from participating in engaged
research. As both sites of reproduction and subversion of state
practices, universities and their affiliates are often perceived as
threats to im/migrant households and communities—especially to
individuals of precarious legal status—rather than as spaces of
sanctuary (Carney et al., 2017). We feel implored to ask then,
what are the implications of these structural arrangements and
institutional practices for applying a healthy publics framework to
addressing food insecurity in restrictive immigration policy
contexts? Can we imagine such an application, or is it at present
an ontological impossibility? How might an engaged research
agenda in this case require that we as researchers first (partially)
dis-engage from the grips of state institutions?

As we have observed firsthand in cultivating a regional network
of community-based collaborators to partner on food and health
research in the southern Arizona-Sonora borderlands food
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system (see Carney and Krause, 2019a, 2019b), collectively
engaged research can be an equally messy and rewarding process.
While our particular work in this setting does not respond to or
explicitly engage im/migrants and their experiences with food
insecurity as we outlined in our case studies, we feel it is
nonetheless germane to discussions about the potential for
galvanizing or constituting healthy publics around the issue of
food insecurity and through an engaged research process.

Despite the laudable intentions of those seeking to perform
engaged research, the path to enacting an engaged research
agenda is more often than not riddled with structural and social
barriers. Structural barriers stem from academic institutions
and organizations that provide funding for research. Within
these settings, there is a tendency to devalue engaged research
through questioning its scientific objectivity. Researchers are
not always successful in their attempts to secure funding from
highly reputable grant-making organizations, sometimes yield-
ing negative consequences for their career trajectories. Promo-
tion and tenure as institutionalized processes reward
individuals based on their success to secure funding from
prestigious institutions and publish and present in peer-
reviewed journals. Yet because of the institutionalized norms
that dismiss engaged research as less scientifically rigorous,
there are barriers to publishing on such work in peer-reviewed
journals. At present, many academic institutions and funding
organizations, at least from our experience in the United States,
are not structured to support more individuals and groups
pursuing socially engaged research.

Social barriers to conducting engaged research revolve around
communities that have been historically exploited or margin-
alized in research contexts, and for whom “research” itself can be
a dirty term. That research has done harm to its human subjects
is not a reality that can simply be undone, and the particularities
of this problem take on different forms across academic
disciplines. In anthropology for instance, a discipline that has
an admittedly fraught history in terms of its role in statecraft,
extractivist practices, and “salvage paradigms,” we emphasize
building rapport and trust as essential to the foundation of our
relationships with research collaborators (Reardon and TallBear,
2012). Trust is not merely a currency for accessing locally-specific
knowledge; it also binds us to the struggles of our collaborators in
indelible ways (Perry, 2009, 2014).

If healthy publics and engaged research are tethered to one
another, a research agenda for healthy publics is not possible
without addressing or at least reckoning with the structural and
social barriers that hinder broader adoption and implementation of
engaged research methods. The ways that these barriers operate to
preclude certain modes of inquiry from being formally recognized
might index the existence of an ontological impossibility. The
process of dismantling these barriers will likely require new
lexicons, ontologies, and epistemologies, the implications of which
could (and perhaps should) include an identity crisis within
academia. Although knowledge production has always arguably
been in service to a broader public, it is debatable the extent to
which many academics view themselves as public servants.
Academic institutions are by no means immune to the effects of
neoliberalization; indeed, they are increasingly instrumental to the
entrenchment of neoliberal ideology in our political, economic,
social, and healthcare systems (Boggs and Mitchell, 2018; Giroux,
2014; Hundle et al., 2019; Newfield, 2016; Shore and Wright, 1999).
In this regard, a considerable segment of those in academia now
serve private interests that are of course in contradistinction to, and
very much undermine key traits of healthy publics, such as access
to food as a universal right. It is possible that the sorts of changes
we are seeking to implement with an engaged approach to research
may not be achievable while working within the political economy,

bureaucracy, and standards of evaluation within universities. In
short, a healthy publics framework for doing research—on food
insecurity or any other threat to public health—must engage a
critical university studies framework as well to account for the ways
that academic institutions themselves are implicated in the
production of unhealthy publics (see Boggs and Mitchell, 2018;
Hundle et al., 2019).

Conclusion
As a basic necessity of life, food is a most necessary foundation of
healthy publics. For the millions of people displaced from their
countries of origin today, we should be more cognizant of how
food insecurity might explain their displacement. Despite the
clear articulation of the human right to food in the International
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, rarely do
states recognize food insecurity and hunger as legitimate expla-
nations for seeking asylum (Chilton and Rose, 2009; Messer and
Cohen, 2007). Moreover, refusal by many governments to accept
responsibility for the devastating impacts of neoliberal economic
policies on rural livelihoods and of capitalism for environmental
degradation has translated to a bifurcation of policies dealing with
migration and economic development (Patel, 2007; Patel et al.,
2009). With climatic instability accelerating the rate of global
environmental change, food crises and increased levels of human
displacement are inevitable (FAO et al., 2018; Patel et al., 2009). It
is imperative that governments of migrant-receiving countries
anticipate food shortages and other threats to the food supply, as
well as widespread human displacement through more integrated
forms of policy-making.

One place to begin this shift in policy would be to revisit
international accords governing procedures for asylum. Some
may argue that asylum should be a fixed category restricted to
those with legitimate fears of persecution because of race, religion,
nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social
group (UNHCR, 2020). But governments have not seriously
revisited international asylum law since 1951, in the aftermath of
World War II (Hatton and Williamson, 2005). Countless policy
experts and scholars have underscored how dramatic differences
in today’s population of global displaced persons require us to
revise these global accords and overhaul what’s included in the
category of “asylum” (Rabben, 2016).

We should show compassion for those fleeing the very painful
experiences of food insecurity and hunger. We need to adopt
more humane asylum policies that recognize new threats and
assume responsibility at the collective level. Engaged research
collectives forming around and through a commitment to healthy
publics can help to steer these necessary changes to policy at
multiple scales, but we need to reconceptualize what the scholarly
community categorizes as “research” and encourage processes of
knowledge production that serve the interest(s) of collectives
rather than individuals or singular institutions. As long as nativist
anxieties continue to reign in the realm of immigration policy
circles, and as global environmental change heightens the vul-
nerability of populations to displacement, then we will continue
to witness record-level food insecurity and the expansion and
entrenchment of unhealthy publics.

Data availability
Data sharing is not applicable as the privacy and safety of indi-
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