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 Why Food?
Every year community foundations across Canada release local Vital Signs 
reports that explore quality of life indicators in their communities and help set 
an agenda for action by identifying key priorities and opportunities.

At the same time, Community Foundations of Canada releases a national report 
designed to explore a recurring trend or theme within our communities. This 
year we’ve chosen food.

Among Canada’s 191 community foundations you’d be hard pressed to find a 
foundation that isn’t supporting a program or organization related to food – 
whether it’s attempting to alleviate hunger or encouraging the growing of local 
food – we know that interest and action around food is on the rise, as are the 
figures for food bank usage.

Vital Signs gives community foundations a national platform for discussion and 
action and we hope our focus on food will allow us to do three things:

■ Share with community foundations, and the communities we serve, a 
snapshot of a complex issue that promotes understanding and action.

■ Start a discussion about the role that community foundations can play 
locally, and nationally, in the area of food.

■ Connect with national organizations in the food space to identify 
opportunities for shared action.

3Things4FOOD
We loved it when Calgary Mayor 
Naheed Nenshi encouraged 
Calgarians to do three things for their 
city, because his call to action shifted 
the conversation from ‘What is the 
city doing for us?’ to ‘What can we do 
for our city?’

That’s the conversation we believe 
communities are already having 
about food: What can we do? What 
actions can we take? 

At Community Foundations of Canada, we’re asking the same questions. 
What role can we play in building on the momentum already taking place 
in communities? We believe this report is one contribution we can make. 
In the coming months we expect other ideas and opportunities will 
become clear as well. 

We’re taking a page from Mayor Nenshi’s book and committing to 
doing 3Things4FOOD and we’re asking community foundations 
and Canadians to join us. The conversation is just beginning. At the 
end of this report is a selection of ideas and opportunities to encourage 
Canadians to make the connections between the issues related to food 
and take action. Follow us on Twitter or Facebook and learn more at 
vitalsignscanada.ca.

https://twitter.com/commfdnscanada
https://www.facebook.com/CommunityFdnsCanadaHome
http://www.vitalsignscanada.ca


In the 21st century,  

food will be the 

epicenter –  

the place where 

many critical 

human issues 

intersect and 

conflicting values  

are confronted. 

The future of food  

will be one of the  

all-encompassing  

issues of our time. 

Literally and 

metaphorically,  

food is at the  

centre of the table.  

 All roads lead to food

Food is a busy intersection. Canadian communities are 
seeing the sometimes bewildering impact of these social, 
health and economic issues every day. We see them in our 
grocery stores and at our kitchen tables. We see them at 
the neighbourhood food bank, our health clinic, and in our 
budgets. We see them on the news at home and abroad.

This convergence of diverse interests and conflicting 
values is intensifying. As pressure on the food system 
increases, the context in which Canadians decide just what 
is for dinner is changing dramatically. We’re already seeing 
tremendous momentum around food in our communities. 
Individuals and organizations are taking action, identifying 
new ways to relate to food and creating a vision for our 
food system. How we take advantage of this action and 
interest will define the future of food.
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It’s about community well-being – 
FOOD BRINGS US TOGETHER; IT HAS 
THE POWER TO BREAK DOWN BARRIERS 
AND CONNECT US TO ONE ANOTHER. 

It’s about fundamental biology, 
a basic human need – 
WE ALL MUST EAT. 

It’s about human health – 
WE MUST EAT WELL. 

It’s about environmental health – 
FOOD PRODUCTION HAS MASSIVE 
CONSEQUENCES FOR OUR PLANET. 

It’s about economic health – 
FOOD IS BIG INDUSTRY AND 
SMALL BUSINESS. 



  Great abundance,  
growing hunger
Canada’s food system offers abundance and an astonishing 
variety of food to many Canadians. So why are so many 
Canadians hungry or malnourished? Schoolchildren and seniors, 
in rural and urban areas, in the far North and the agricultural 
heartland – without consistent access to sufficient food for an 
active healthy life, many of us are at risk of being “food insecure.”

■ 1.6 million Canadian households faced some 
level of food insecurity in 2011. That amounts 
to nearly one in eight families and 3.9 million 
Canadians who have inadequate access to 
regular, healthy meals. 

■  There were 450,000 more Canadians living in 
households affected by food insecurity in 2011 
than in 2008. 

More than 1.1 million children, or

1 IN 6 
were living in a home where people reported  
struggling to put food on the table in 2011. 

■  Rates of food insecurity in Nova Scotia, 
New Brunswick, Quebec, Saskatchewan and 
Alberta were the highest observed yet in those 
provinces.

■ Nunavut, Prince Edward Island and New 
Brunswick had the highest prevalence of 
children living in food-insecure households at 
57, 27 and 25% respectively.

“The increased 

prevalence 

nationally, the 

alarming rates in 

the North and the 

Maritimes, and the 

sheer volume of 

affected households 

in our largest 

provinces suggest 

that reducing 

the prevalence of 

food insecurity 

requires attention 

and action by the 

federal, provincial 

and territorial 

governments.”
Household Food Insecurity  

in Canada, 2011

Fertile Ground: Sowing the seeds of change in Canada’s food system  4 



  Great abundance,  
growing hunger
The principal cause 
of hunger is poverty. 
For more than 30 
years, organizations 
have responded at the 
community level with 
food banks, school 
nutrition programs, 
and other strategies to 
address immediate need, 
but hunger continues to 
grow. Today’s rising food 
prices threaten to put 
even more Canadians at 
risk of food insecurity.

The world produces 
enough food to feed 
everyone. World 
agriculture produces 
17% more calories per 
person today than it did 
30 years ago, despite a 
70% population increase. 
This is enough to provide 
everyone in the world with 
at least 2,720 kilocalories 
(kcal) per person per 
day according to the UN 
Food and Agriculture 
Organization (2002). But 
many people in the world 
do not have the income 
to purchase enough food, 
or sufficient arable land to 
grow food for themselves. 

882,188 PEOPLE 
received food from a food bank in Canada in  
March of 2012. 

This is an increase of 2.4% over 2011, and is 31% 
higher than in 2008, before the recession began.  

■ During the same period, more than 3.9 million meals 
were prepared and served by soup kitchens, shelters, 
school breakfast initiatives, and other programs. The 
use of meal programs is 23% higher than the level 
reported in 2011, and 27% higher than in 2008.  

Residents of Nunavut spend an  
average of $14,815 per year on food, or 25% 
of their total expenditures; this is compared to an average 
of $7,262, or 11% of total expenditures in Canada overall. 

■ Children and youth, though only 21% of the population, 
make up 38% of those helped by food banks. People on 
social assistance, single parent families, and those who 
identify as First Nations, Métis, or Inuit are all at higher 
risk of needing help.  

Statistics Canada reports that between  
2007 and 2012 Canadian food prices rose nearly 

twice the rate of the 
Consumer Price Index, 

                a cumulative rate of 19% 
over the last 5 years.
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Key Initiatives

■ The Nourishing Potential 
Fund for after school 
nutrition, with a goal 
of creating a $5 million 
fund that will generate 
more than $200,000 per 
year to support child and 
youth nutrition programs 
in Winnipeg.

■ Capacity building for 
charitable organizations 
with nutrition programs: 
support for dishes and 
kitchen equipment, staff 
training in food handling 
and nutrition education.

■ A community grants 
program for community 
kitchens, gardening 
projects, and cooking 
programs, among others.

■ Food related educational 
videos created with Red 
River College and CTV 
Winnipeg. 

■ Close collaboration with 
Child Nutrition Council of 
Manitoba, Food Matters 
Manitoba, Manitoba 
Food Security Network.

The Winnipeg  
Foundation    

In Winnipeg

• There are high rates of child poverty, and a large urban First 
Nation population with social and economic challenges.

• Community centres were seeing perhaps 100 hungry kids a 
night after school.

• Growing diet-related health problems were being seen in 
First Nations, and also in immigrant populations after 
coming to Winnipeg. 

The local perspective

• As part of its focus on education The Winnipeg Foundation 
began supporting snack and breakfast initiatives in key 
schools as “hungry children can’t learn.”

• They realized that after school programs were also trying to 
address daily nutritional needs of children. 

• They also realized that the food itself was only part of the 
solution; there was a need to teach people about food and 
nutrition and they could reach out to families through the 
children. 



  In sickness or in health?
In 2011, the International Federation of Red Cross (IFRC) reported that 
there were 1.5 billion people living with obesity worldwide, while 925 
million were undernourished. “If the free interplay of market forces has 
produced an outcome where 15% of humanity are hungry while 20% are 
overweight, something has gone wrong somewhere,” said IFRC Secretary 
General Bekele Geleta in a statement.

We want to have longer, healthier lives and we want this for our children 
too. However many Canadians do not, or cannot, make the connection 
between the food they eat and their health. Medical conditions that are 
largely avoidable, for which a healthy diet plays an important role in 
prevention, threaten to overwhelm the health care system. 

■ Cardiovascular diseases are also the most costly diseases 
in Canada. Heart disease and stroke costs the Canadian 
economy more than $20.9 billion every year in physician 
services, hospital costs, lost wages and decreased productivity. 

Type 2 diabetes  
is one of the fastest growing diseases in Canada with more than 

60,000 NEW CASES YEARLY 
Nine out of ten people with diabetes have type 2 diabetes.  

■ Aboriginal people have three to five times the risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes than other Canadians. 

Cardiovascular diseases claim more than 

70,000 LIVES/YEAR 

in Canada. In addition, an estimated 1.6 million Canadians 
are living with heart disease or the effects of a stroke.
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  In sickness or in health?
Up to 80% of premature cardiovascular disease is preventable. Type 2 
diabetes can also be prevented or postponed by making healthy lifestyle 
choices. Risk factors for these conditions include unhealthy eating,  
eating too much sodium, being overweight, high cholesterol, and high 
blood pressure.

In order to have healthy diets, we must have access to healthy food. 
Research is now exploring our food environment, and mapping the 
number and kinds of places where we can buy food in our communities. 
Food swamps – places where sources of high-fat, high-calorie foods are 
plentiful (for example, a high concentration of convenience stores or fast 
food restaurants in a particular area) – are fairly consistently identified in 
community food assessments. These may be even more important than 
food deserts – places where vulnerable populations have poor geographic 
access to nutritious food - in influencing the diets of residents.

At the same time, food-borne illnesses are a concern. The Public 
Health Agency of Canada estimates that each year roughly one in eight 
Canadians (or 4 million people) get sick as a result of domestically 
acquired food-borne diseases.  

60% 
or over three in five of Canadian 
adults, are overweight or obese.

31.5% 
of Canadian children and youth aged 5 to 17 years  
are overweight or obese, with 19.8% being 
overweight and 11.7% being obese.



Key Initiatives

■ Community consultations 
to bring people and 
organizations together to 
explore issues.

■ Collaborative Roadmap 
for Food Security: Victoria 
Foundation worked 
with 43 organizations 
and Capital Region 
Food and Agriculture 
Initiatives Roundtable 
(CR-FAIR) to create a 
comprehensive mapping 
of this “wicked problem” 
of food security; creating 
a visual representation of 
all players in the system, 
their areas of focus, their 
relationships – looking for 
gaps, connections, needs 
and action opportunities 
to guide approach to food 
security in the region.

■ Building Resilient 
Neighbourhoods: 
partnership project 
with the Community 
Social Planning 
Council.  Facilitators are 
working in the VicWest  
neighbourhood to improve 
food security, reduce 
dependency on fossil fuels, 
and strengthen social 
cohesion using strategies 
such as community 
gardens, shared garden 
tools, and learning groups.

Victoria  
Foundation    

In Victoria

• Living on an island gives people a different 
perspective of finite natural resources; 
farmland is fertile but limited.

• Extreme climate or geologic events can have 
major impact, and emergency preparedness is 
a real concern.

• Food bank use was rising noticeably, but donor 
fatigue expressed.

The local perspective  

• Victoria Foundation was looking for ways to 
enhance and focus its environmental funding.

• Consultations revealed climate change was 
a pressing concern and, within that subject,  
there was tremendous interest in food security.

• Groups and individuals in the Capital Region 
were already working on the question of “how 
will we feed ourselves?”. 



Our agriculture and agri-food system 
encompasses several industries 
including primary agriculture, food 
and beverage processing, food 
distribution, retail, wholesale and 
foodservice industries. 

■ It provides one in eight jobs, 
employing 2.1 million people and 
accounting for 8.0% of total GDP. 

■ Canada is the sixth-largest exporter 
and sixth-largest importer of 
agriculture and agri-food products 
in the world [if the EU is treated as 
a bloc], with exports and imports 
respectively valued at $40.3 billion 
and $31.0 billion.

■ Relative to other countries, 
Canadians enjoy some of the 
lowest food costs in the world, 
with spending on food and non-
alcoholic beverages from stores 
accounting for just under 10% of 
personal household expenditures.

  Supplying a  
global marketplace
The billion dollar global food and agri-business 
industry has spent decades looking for new ways 
to supply a huge variety of food year-round to 
consumers who have the means to purchase it. 
But how have we achieved these efficiencies and 
at what cost?

For example, research and technology on multiple 
fronts has transformed food production. Research 
on plant and animal genetics has gone on for 
centuries; cross breeding, the traditional way of 
improving crop and livestock strains, and more 
recently genetic modification, have dramatically 
increased yields and pest or drought resistance. 
By 2012, genetically engineered crops were being 
grown on more than 170 million hectares by 
17.3 million farmers, 90% of whom were small 
resource-poor farmers in developing countries.

New technology has also made aquaculture 
possible. The farming of fish and shellfish, as 
opposed to continuing to harvest declining wild 
stocks, is the fastest growing food production 
activity in the world and produces about 50% of 
global aquatic food production.

Canada is a major player in this global system, 
which continues to have an important role 
in federal and provincial economies with a 
significant contribution to Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and employment.

Canada also has a robust industry in fisheries 
and aquaculture, providing more than 80,000 
direct jobs. These industries are the economic 
mainstay of many rural and coastal communities 
across Canada. Canadian aquaculture production 
has increased fourfold in the past 20 years, 
accounting for 14% of total seafood production 
(volume) and 35% of its value in 2009. 
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In 2011, Canadian consumers spent 

$181 BILLION 
on food, beverages and tobacco from 
stores and restaurants, accounting 
for 18.4% of total personal spending. 
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  Reaping what we’ve sown:  
the other cost of food
While we’ve focused on the supply side of the equation, however, 
agriculture practices worldwide have a major impact on our 
environment. And changes in our environment are causing major 
challenges for agriculture. Droughts, floods, powerful storms, 
changing seasonal weather patterns – we feel the impact of climate 
change and realize its effect on food production in Canada and abroad. 

Global agricultural yields are projected  
to further decrease by as much as  

due to climate change before the end of this century.

$

“The United Nations says that within 20 years we will need to 

produce 50 percent more food or condemn billions to poverty. 

And we will have to meet those production targets in ways far 

different than we do now. Not only do we need to improve the 

quantity of food, we need to do so in a way that is affordable to 

those who need it. We also need to do it in the face of climate 

change, so agricultural and food supply practices have to be 

adapted to the changes happening to growing conditions, 

including less use of fresh water. And we need to do it smarter, 

so the massive increase in food production does not itself 

continue to exacerbate global warming. As we ramp up 

production to feed billions of additional citizens, we have to

 figure out how to do it with a lot fewer emissions, not more.”
Michael McCain, President and Chief Executive Officer, Maple Leaf Foods,  

at the Conference Board of Canada’s Food Summit, February 2012 in Toronto

16%



  Reaping what we’ve sown:  
the other cost of food
We are learning more about the impact of 
long-term intensive monoculture farming, 
and the price we might be paying for 
these technological advances. Irrigation 
demands, the use of pesticides and 
herbicides, waste disposal problems, 
and long distance transportation all 
take a toll on our soil, air and water, 
essential pollinators like bees, and 
on food itself. Industrial agriculture, 
including genetically modified crops and 
aquaculture, faces growing controversy 
for these reasons.

Close to half of all food produced 
worldwide is wasted after production, 
discarded in processing, transport, 
supermarkets and kitchens. When people 
throw food out, all the resources to grow, 
ship, package and produce it are wasted 
too, including massive amounts of water. 
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JUST FIVE 
of the world’s largest food and  
beverage processors use about 

575 BILLION 
LITERS OF WATER/YEAR
 – enough to meet the daily water  
needs of every person on earth.

■ Emissions directly related to animal 
and crop production accounted for 
8.1% of total 2009 greenhouse gas 
emissions for Canada, an increase 
of 20% since 1990. The increase 
in greenhouse gas emissions is 
largely due to the growth in animal 
populations between this period. 

■ Crop irrigation accounts for 31% of 
all freshwater withdrawals in the U.S.



Key Initiatives

■ London Community Foundation 
has funded and helped convene 
various food related initiatives:

•  Growing Chefs: a program that 
unites local chefs, growers, 
educators and community 
members in food education 
projects

•  Books for Breakfast: a school 
based program that offers 
children a nutritious breakfast 
while encouraging literacy

•  Reconnect: London 
Community Foundation 
has funded an educational 
breakfast program for 
reconnect, a program that 
helps youth re-engage and 
graduate from high school.

■ As a member of London’s Child 
and Youth Network, London 
Community Foundation is part 
of a pilot project called “Food 
Families.” The resident-driven 
initiative connects families in 
neighbourhoods to support, 
encourage and mentor one 
another using food. The goals 
of Food Families are, to increase 
families’ buying power and 
increase the sharing of practical, 
affordable ways to eat well.

■ London Community Foundation 
plans to champion a food policy 
council in partnership with the 
City of London and London 
Middlesex Health Unit.

London Community 
Foundation  

In London

• They have the 2nd highest unemployment rate in 
Canada; the child poverty rate has doubled since 
the recession.

• Much of the rich farmland surrounding the city 
has been bought by big conglomerates; much of 
the food is shipped to Toronto and then back to 
London for consumer purchase.

• There is a food bank in the middle of farm country.

• A food charter has recently been developed for the 
City of London.

The local perspective

• Three years ago London Community Foundation 
moved away from traditional small grants as they 
were not seeing the impact they wanted.

• Instead they called for proposals from community 
organizations for “game changing” opportunities.

• In the first 2 years a theme emerged, all around 
food; there were many proposals for things like 
community gardens.



  The changing face of farming
According to the latest 
Census of Agriculture (2011), 
family farms continue to 
evolve and restructure in 
response to changing market 
conditions. Participation in 
the current commercial food 
system is difficult for smaller 
growers and producers, so 
consolidation of farms and 
dairies, for example, continues.

Many farmers are approaching 
retirement age, which makes 
the recruitment of new farmers 
a pressing concern. 

A 2012 study to identify 
barriers to new farmers joining 
agriculture found that start-
up costs and access to land 
continue to be substantial 
challenges. The study 
examined industry issues faced 
by both new and experienced 
farmers who lacked direct 
farm ownership experience. 
Financing can also be difficult, 
and many new entrants relied 
on personal finances from 
family and friends to start their 
new businesses, as opposed to 
relying on financial institutions.

While there are many barriers 
to entering farming, “young 
farmer enterprises” (farms 
managed solely by young 
farmers between 18 and 39 
years of age) are emerging. 

Fertile Ground: Sowing the seeds of change in Canada’s food system  14 

■ Farm numbers have been declining 
steadily since 1941. Between 2006 and 
2011, the number of farms fell in every 
province except Nova Scotia, where it rose 
2.9%. The number of operators was down 
everywhere in Canada except Nova Scotia, 
where it increased 2.5%, and British Columbia, where it 
was up marginally.

■ The number of farms continues to decline, but they also 
continue to get larger. In 2011, there were a reported 
205,730 farms in Canada, down 10% from 2006, with the 
average farm size growing to 779 acres.

■ The mix of crops and livestock production is also 
reflecting changes in the types of products consumers 
are demanding and changing market prices and 
conditions. Non-durum wheat is no longer king – it has 
been overtaken by canola; and soybean acreage also 
increased between 2006 and 2011. Livestock numbers 
are down significantly from previous censuses.

Farm operators are getting older. 
For the first time, operators in the 55+ age group 
represented the largest share of total operators. They 
accounted for 48.3% in 2011, up from 32.1% in 1991. 

■ Those aged 35 to 54 accounted for 43.5% in 2011, down 
from 50.2% in 2006. 

■ Close to 8% of farms are young farmer enterprises. 

■ They earned more from both farm and non-farm sources 
than other farms in Canada.

■ More of them are in the medium to very large farm 
categories.

■ They are well distributed across farm types. 



  Driving change in the  
industrial food system
While there is disagreement about causes (and therefore about 
solutions) there is more and more acceptance that the way we have 
used the environment to feed ourselves for the past hundred years is 
not sustainable for the next century.

In 2008, the World Bank and the UN convened 900 experts to carry 
out a comprehensive three-year assessment of world agriculture. 
Formally endorsed by 58 countries, their findings called for 
fundamental shifts in farming away from industrial production models 
and towards agro-ecology.

More recently, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right 
to Food, Olivier De Schutter, released a report echoing calls for a 
widespread global move from chemical to ecological agriculture, 
demonstrating that this approach could double food production in 
key areas of hunger in ten years or less. He went on to conclude that 
to support this shift, the role of public policy and investment will be 
paramount, as private companies will not invest money in practices 
that do not result in patents or increased markets for chemical 
products or improved seeds.
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“The good news is that the science of living systems has not stood still, and 

we have learned that there are alternatives to industrial agriculture that – by 

recycling resources and working with, rather than against, biological systems – 

can be just as productive, while sustaining that productivity far into the future.

Agricultural scientists call this sophisticated strategy agro-ecological agriculture. 

Farms that employ it can be thought of more simply as “healthy farms,” 

because they contribute to the health and well-being of people, economies, 

and the land and natural resources on which we all depend.”
The Healthy Farm: a vision for US agriculture.  Union of Concerned Scientists, April 2013



  Driving change in the  
industrial food system
Many Canadians are demanding more variety, more 
convenience, more environmentally-friendly and healthier 
food choices, as well as foods that address their values, 
such as organic, ethnic, and halal products. Canadians are 
also concerned with food quality and safety, turning more 
frequently to locally grown or locally produced foods.  
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 “The (United Nations) 

Special Rapporteur believes 

that far greater attention 

should be paid to the need 

to allow local food systems 

to develop. The 2007 Status 

Report by Agriculture and 

Agri-Food Canada noted that 

‘the increasing consumer 

interest in local food around 

the globe could shut Canadian 

producers out of the export 

markets we have come to rely 

upon,’ making it imperative 

for Canada to create its own 

markets for locally-grown food. 

It further noted that ‘Canada’s 

historical focus on an export 

food system has impeded 

efforts to build a healthy 

domestic food system;’ and 

that the policy framework  

‘is a significant barrier 

to local food systems.’”
Olivier De Schutter, UN Special Rapporteur 

on the Right to Food, December 2012. 



Key Initiatives

■ Recipe for Community, a 
made in Toronto solution 
by The Toronto Community 
Foundation in partnership 
with the City of Toronto, uses 
food as a tool for community 
development. 

■ Vital Toronto Fund recipients 
addressed the issue of food:

• The Stop received two Vital 
Ideas grants in 2005 and 
2010 to consolidate and 
communicate its model to 
share with others working 
in the field of food security, 
and for replication of the 
Community Food Centre. 

• Afri-Can FoodBasket 
received a Vital Ideas 
grant in 2013 to gather 
best practices in engaging 
diverse communities in food 
security systems in order to 
replicate their Community 
Food Animation program.

• Evergreen received a 
Vital Youth grant in 2010 
to seed their Healthy 
Choices program which 
covered food literacy and 
the fundamentals of a 
healthy diet, development 
of practical food growing 
skills, understanding of food 
systems, and a cooking club 
where participants provided 
their families with a cooked 
meal every month.

Toronto  
Community Foundation  

In Toronto

• Food, in and of itself, is not an issue in Toronto. Food is, however, 
an issue of poverty, access, quality and cultural appropriateness. 

• Food overlaps with environmental issues, health and wellness 
(e.g. diabetes, obesity, long-term social determinants of health) 
and social justice issues.

• Food bank usage was increasing and there were changes in the 
types of people accessing emergency food services.

• Changing trends of middle-income neighbourhoods into low-
income neighbourhoods led to a focus on food. 

The local perspective

• Six or seven years ago, the issue of food began to emerge as a 
theme in the Toronto’s Vital Signs Report®.

• The Toronto Community Foundation began receiving a number 
of Vital Ideas grant applications from community organizations 
doing innovative work around food, such as community gardens 
and working with schools around nutrition.

• Local organizations began using food as a tool for community 
development and for breaking down social isolation.

• Fundholders showed an interest in supporting food organizations 
beyond emergency services and towards the interconnections 
between food and social justice, education and health.



  Going and growing  
local – Canada’s  
other food system
In such a complex and globalized system, is it any wonder 
that Canadians want to have more control over their food; to 
know where it comes from and how it is raised or harvested? 
Across the country, Canadians are taking local food matters 
into their own hands. Farmers’ markets, food policy 
councils, food security strategies, community gardens, and 
robust networking are building thriving local food systems 
which bring local producers and consumers together. 

Civil society organizations and local governments are 
working to preserve agricultural land, support new farmers, 
and encourage institutions (hospitals or universities, for 
example) to buy from local producers. Along with the health 
and economic benefits to consumers and growers, a robust 
local food system lessens our dependence on volatile global 
food markets.

The organic sector in Canada is diversifying and achieving 
double-digit annual growth in production and retail sales 
over the past decade. 

■ Certified organic farms account for approximately 1.7%  
of the total number of farms in Canada.

■ Organic livestock is one of the fastest growing sectors.

■ There are about 1,200 certified organic processors 
and handlers in Canada, producing a wide variety of 
ingredients and consumer-ready products.

■ A 2008 AC Nielsen study commissioned by Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada revealed total annual retail sales 
of certified organic products in Canada are approximately 
$2 billion, with about 45% moving through mainstream 
supermarkets. In addition, fresh vegetables account for 
25% of all supermarket organic food sales.
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“The value of the Canadian 

organic food market has 

tripled since 2006, far 

outpacing the growth rate of 

other agri-food sectors. In 

a 2010 survey of Canadian 

consumers, 74% were  

willing pay at least 10%  

more for food that is  

healthier, safer, or produced 

to higher standards.”
Environmental Health: A Funders’ Briefing.  

Canadian Environmental Grantmakers’ Network,  
May 2013.

Approximately 

3,900 
producers working on 

695,000 
hectares of land produce  
certified organic products.



  Going and growing  
local – Canada’s  
other food system
Farmers’ Markets Canada commissioned a 
national study with the help of Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada to take the pulse of the farmers’ 
market industry in all 10 provinces and measure 
its importance to Canadians and the Canadian 
economy. According to the study, released in 2009, 
farmers’ markets reported $1.03 billion in annual 
sales, and an economic impact of $3.09 billion. They 
are important sources of farm income and create 
incremental sales for businesses near the markets.

Community Shared Agriculture (CSA) is also 
growing in Canada. CSA farmers receive a set fee 
from the consumer prior to the start of the growing 
season. In return, the consumer receives a share of 
produce from the farm’s bounty. 
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■ 28 million shopper visits in 2008.

■ $32.06 average purchases per 
shopper visit.

■ 75% of shoppers are regulars: 48% 
visit the market almost weekly and 
27% visit one to three times a month.

92% of shoppers 
believe buying directly from a farmer 
is important.



Key Initiatives

■ In 2009, Guelph 
granted $32,400 for 
Family and Children 
Services of Guelph 
& Wellington County 
to fund part-time 
coordinators to work 
with six neighbourhood 
groups where hunger 
and food security are 
pressing issues.

■ Since 2009, this Food 
Project has increased 
the effectiveness of 
each neighbourhood 
group’s food cupboard, 
organized food drives, 
secured land to plant 
community gardens, 
and helped people 
access a Garden  
Fresh Box.

■ The Food Project also 
initiated collective 
kitchens: a place where 
a group of people select 
recipes, purchase 
groceries, share the 
food preparation or 
cooking, and divide 
up economical and 
nutritious meals.

The Guelph  
Community Foundation  

In Guelph

• Families who experience challenges associated with poverty 
contend with many issues, including food security.

• Food security and hunger are key issues in at least six 
neighbourhood groups.

• Low-income families have difficulty accessing healthy foods.

The local perspective

• The Guelph Community Foundation used their Vital Signs report 
to better inform granting. 

• Vital Signs indicated priority issues as the gap between rich and 
poor and a high unemployment rate, both affecting access to 
healthy and affordable food.

• In 2009, The Guelph Community Foundation committed to a 
program called Building Vital Communities, which focused its 
granting on poverty reduction, prevention, and alleviation. 



  Digging deeper:  
how food nourishes 
community
Canada’s food movement has shown that food is a 
powerful builder of cohesive community. Providing 
people with a place where they can gather to grow 
food, learn about gardening and nutrition, cook 
meals and eat together has many benefits as 
Community Food Centres, for example, have shown. 
Bringing these opportunities together under one 
roof makes critical connections between the many 
ways food touches our lives:

■ It breaks down barriers  
and isolation. 

■ It builds mutually supportive 
social networks. 

■ It gives people activities, tools,  
and information to improve their 
well-being. 

■ It educates children about food 
and introduces them to healthy and 
delicious eating. 

■ It encourages people to volunteer, 
which strengthens pride and 
community connection.

■ It encourages people to advocate 
for a better food system. 

■ And, not least, it produces healthy 
food that can be shared or sold. 
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“Initiatives such as food hubs 

(community-based initiatives 

that address a range of food-

related issues) and local food 

networks (more regional groups 

of community food projects that 

may include food hubs) tend to 

address multiple aspects of food 

system sustainability. 

For example, local food 

initiatives can curb some of the 

environmental impacts of food 

production and distribution, 

contribute to improved health 

and nutrition, increase food 

skills and food literacy, support 

local food producers and local 

economies, foster social justice, 

and build community. They have 

the potential to be transformative 

at the local level, and can also

contribute to changing systems.”
Models and Best Practices for Building Sustainable Food 

Systems in Ontario and Beyond. Ontario Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2013.



  Digging deeper:  
how food nourishes 
community
Food unites people of similar backgrounds, and 
builds bridges to other cultures. Many of us – busy 
urbanites, newcomers to Canada, low income families, 
or apartment dwellers – have lost the immediate 
connection to food our grandparents once held.  
People seem to want that back. They want to 
participate more closely in the process of growing, 
buying, cooking and preserving food. When this 
happens, we renew our respect for food and restore  
its value to families and communities.

Food has always been important to the culture and 
spirituality of First Nations people. Country foods, 
those animal and plant foods harvested from the 
natural environment, were central to the traditional 
diet. Many First Nations continue to use sacred herbs 
including sage, tobacco, cedar and sweet grass as 
traditional medicines and for ceremonial purposes. 

There is a growing concern among First Nations 
regarding the presence of contaminants in their 
traditional foods and the health implications of 
consuming such foods. Fear and uncertainty  
among First Nations has led to a shift away from 
eating traditional foods to a change in eating more 
store-bought foods.

In the protracted collision between traditional First 
Nations ways of life and new diets and lifestyles came 
a loss of knowledge about country foods. Reviving 
the knowledge of elders about hunting, fishing and 
foraging is changing communities. Through food 
symposiums, youth programs, community gardens 
and shared kitchens, First Nations people are also 
coming together to reclaim customs and learn more 
about growing food, food preparation, and nutrition.
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“Building food sovereignty 

is an important element of 

protecting our way of life 

and addressing many of the 

health and economic issues 

affecting our communities,” 

said Nishnawbe Aski 

Nation Grand Chief Harvey 

Yesno. “The foundation 

of our food system will 

always be our traditional 

foods, harvested from our 

forests and fresh waters as 

well as the food knowledge 

and skills associated with 

harvesting, preparing, 

and storing these foods. 

Building new structures 

to import healthy foods 

into our communities 

is an important way to 

supplement our 

traditional lifestyles.”
Rick Garrick addressing First Nations food 
security. Wawatay News, September, 2012



“ Food is never 

just food. This 

unwavering 

belief fuels 

everything we do 

at Community 

Food Centres 

Canada. We know 

that food is a 

holder of culture, 

a marker of 

identity, a source 

of physical and 

mental health, a 

way to nurture 

the planet, and a 

means to connect 

with each other.”
Community Food Centres Canada, 

2012/2013 Progress Report

  
The Stop  

The Community Food Centre model was developed at 
The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto. For over 
14 years, The Stop has reduced hunger, improved health, 
and created real social change with a visionary program 
mix that has food at its core. The Stop’s approach 
goes beyond traditional methods of charitable food 
provisioning – it strives to meet the most basic food 
needs of low-income Torontonians while combating 
diet-related illness, reducing social isolation, and 
supporting local agriculture. The Stop’s programs 
include community kitchens and gardens, cooking 
classes, healthy drop-in meals, peri-natal support, a 
food bank, outdoor bake ovens, food markets, and 
community action programs.The Stop’s model is now 
being piloted in communities across Canada. 



  Food for thought,  
for all Canadians
We want to design a better food system because of inefficiency and 
inequality. We need to design a better food system because the global 
population will soon reach 9 billion. We have to design a better food  
system because of climate change and environmental damage. 

The rewards of this effort will be tremendous: a more just, stable and 
hopeful world; more resilient economies, locally and globally; healthier 
populations; and more connected and caring communities. But making  
this effort will test our resilience, our vision and our values.

If we accept that it is wrong for people in our communities to be hungry,  
we need to describe our vision of a community that is committed to  
healthy food for everyone. What would this look like? 

If we believe it is wrong to decimate finite natural resources around the 
world to meet an insatiable demand for inexpensive food, we are going to 
have to describe our vision of a community that is committed to sustainable 
food production, and a local food supply. What would this mean?  

If we accept that climate change and commodity speculation will cause 
food shortages and higher costs, we need to think about protecting our 
communities from volatile and unpredictable food markets. How could  
we do that? 

While we function in a global food system, the first line of response 
is resolutely local. Many communities have begun to embrace these 
challenges, often led by a food movement that has grown in strength and 
sophistication. Municipal governments and organizations are working on 
local food security, healthy diets and nutritional literacy, local institutional 
procurement, emergency preparedness, zoning and land protection, small-
scale sustainable agriculture, support for new farmers, innovative financing, 
and communication networks to strengthen local markets. 

All of these efforts are very important, and have considerable positive 
impact on communities. Without them, we could not move forward.  
They anchor broader efforts at provincial, national, and international levels, 
to bring positive change to the global food system. 

The same effort that went into building that system must be put into  
finding solutions for a new time. We will need to use all our skills –  
financial, creative, social, scientific, and technological, to address the  
future of food for Canadians.

“It is, I feel, 

our apparent 

reluctance to 

recognize the 

interrelated 

nature of the 

problems, 

and therefore 

the solutions, 

that lies at the 

heart of our 

predicament 

and certainly 

on our ability to 

determine the 

future of food.” 

HRH The Prince of Wales,  
The Future for Food 

Conference,  
Georgetown University, 

Washington DC, 2011
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About 
Vital Signs

Local Reports

Community foundations develop a broad picture of their 
community using relevant national data and identifying 
local research on a wide range of subject areas. The Vital 
Signs report allows foundations to involve their community 
at every level, from determining the report’s indicators, 
exploring research sources, and assigning grades.

These reports help communities make connections 
between issues and trends in different areas. The findings 
are presented in a reader-friendly format that provides a 
snapshot of quality of life and community vitality. 

National Reports

In addition to local reports, a national report is created 
each year by linking data, stories, and expert insight from 
communities across the country. These reports provide the 
opportunity to engage Canadians in a deeper discussion 
about national trends and to explore issues that are key to 
our shared success in the future. 

In 2012, the first issue-specific report was released. 
#GenerationFlux focused on youth issues across Canada, 
highlighting key indicators to start a conversation about 
the problems youth face.  
 

Community Knowledge Exchange

Community Foundations of Canada will also feature 
the myriad of issues related to food at the inaugural 
Community Knowledge Exchange Summit in Toronto 
in early November 2014, an event that’s part of a new 
iterative and multi-stakeholder approach to building  
and sharing community knowledge.  
Visit www.ckx.org to learn more about 
Community Knowledge Exchange and 
how you can get involved. 

Vital Signs 
is a community check-up 
conducted by community 
foundations across 
Canada. Each Vital Signs 
report measures the 
vitality of its community 
in key areas, providing 
the community with 
critical information that 
can help set priorities 
and identify opportunities 
for action. 

Vital Signs was first 
started by the Toronto 
Community Foundation 
in 2001, after a group 
of civic leaders came 
up with a new way to 
engage their community 
in understanding and 
monitoring the health 
and vitality of Toronto 
on an ongoing basis. In 
2006, Vital Signs became 
a national program and it 
continues to grow every 
year, both across Canada 
and internationally.  

Community foundations taking the pulse of 
Canadian communities.

VitalSigns®

http://www.ckx.org
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