Visualizing Food Systems from Above
I’m a PhD Candidate and Public Scholar at UBC’s Institute for Resources, Environment and
Sustainability, and one of my research interests is how we use land. I take what’s called an
‘urban social metabolic perspective,’ which considers the environmental and social problems
caused by how we bring food, materials and energy into cities. But as a community-engaged
sociologist and qualitative researcher, I tend to be wary of emphasizing ‘top-down’ perspectives
on how to best respond to such problems. This guardedness, however, goes by the wayside when
it comes to seeing them from above.

Kinder Morgan 'Tank Farm’

As I like to say, a photo is worth 8,000 words (inclusive of references). And when a photo is
taken from a vantage point that we usually cannot access, it’s analytical and descriptive power
gets amplified. Take for example this photo of the Kinder Morgan tank farm in what is now
called Burnaby, British Columbia in Canada. The site is currently undergoing a flurry of
construction eagerly awaiting the hotly-contested Trans Mountain Pipeline expansion. The scale
of the damage is hard to understand from the ground. The land has been scarred. Some of that
activity is under suspicion of being illegal by local indigenous peoples, and since the site is off
limits to the public, drone photography and videography can serve to monitor and protect the
land.
The power of seeing from above is true for elsewhere in the region (called the Fraser Valley) – a
landscape which is something of a visual spectacle when it comes to land issues. Dead trees
carried ceremoniously by the river, casualties of forests under threat from logging and fires as

constant ominous reminders of the unfolding climate crisis. Pipelines zigzag over creeks and
across protected farmland, compacted under the weight of ostentatious mansions. The haunting
beauty of sacred ancestral lands of the Stz’uminus, Kwantlen, kʷikʷəƛ̓əm, sc̓ əwaθenaɁɬ təməxʷ
(Tsawwassen) and sq̓ əc̓ iy̓ aɁɬ təməxʷ (Katzie) nations, enclosed and financialized.
As I’ve argued elsewhere, photos and video footage are powerful tools for community engaged
socio-ecological research. This has also been very evident in my research embedded in the food
sovereignty movement in Brazil, where over the past year I’ve used a drone as part of my
methodological approach that I call ‘visual agroecology.’ Here I want to specifically highlight
visuals from above, as over the past year I’ve become a drone operator. As part of a SSHRC
Partnership Engage Grant-funded project called Advancing Agroecological Transitions through
Visual Methodologies, colleagues and I at UBC’s Centre for Sustainable Food Systems used the
drone to explore how organic farmers in southern Brazil relate to their land. Faced with political
and environmental crises around them, I've seen the faces of aging farmers who have never seen
their land from above light up. Photos that I took have appeared in marketing materials
promoting healthier and sustainable food that enhances rather than depletes surrounding
ecosystems. I've been able to visually capture the complexity of managing diverse agroforestry
farms.

Agroforestry farm in southern Brazil
As I prepare for the next stage in my academic journey as a visual sociologist, I often wonder
what I can bring to interdisciplinary research projects. Aside from offering questions about
socio-environmental dynamics and their embeddedness in harmful relations of production,

having a competent drone operator on the team cannot harm a research agenda. Visualizing
social metabolism from above brings unique elements to my community-engaged research,
which I plan to continue doing through my work as I study land struggles, ecological problems
and social mobilization.
But in the context of my work here in British Columbia, this is challenging. There are strict
regulations about where you can fly a drone, which in Vancouver is essentially nowhere—
nowhere, that is, unless you are certified by Transport Canada for what they call ‘advanced
operations.’ Thanks to the Centre for Student Involvement and Careers, I’ve started the process
to get certified to fly here. It’s a long and involved process, but once I have the proper
certification, I will be able to supplement a chapter in my dissertation with a visual counterpart, a
photo essay that illustrates the issues related to land, agriculture and sustainability in the region
from perspectives that are nearly impossible to get. This certification will be of benefit
throughout my career as a visual sociologist, since I’ll able to fly in restricted places and capture
photos of places not only out of sight, but also otherwise out of reach. Further, I want to grow as
a not only a visual sociologist, but also as an activist photographer and videographer, by
capturing the scale of environmental problems through photos that remind people in cities about
the responsibility that we have to the world around and beyond us. Sometimes, the task at hand
can only be accomplished using top-down approaches…
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