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Sustainability challenges of the  
globalized food system 



Emergence of alternative food initiatives 
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Alternative food initiatives  
and the social economy  

•  SE – utilizes economy to achieve social needs and goals; 
democratic and collaborative organizations and activities 

•  locally embedded and locally controlled, responding in size and 
character to community norms, values and culture 

•  structures and sizes (nonprofit, cooperatives, social enterprises, etc)  

•  collaboration and partnering: public and private sectors 

•  Relationships generate reciprocal benefits; integration of economic, 
environment and social objectives 

•  Egs. in the food system: farmer cooperatives, food banks, collective 
kitchens, community gardens, community farmers’ markets, local 
food hubs 
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Scaling up and scaling out 

•  Alternative food system goals:  
–  healthy food, socially just, environmentally sustainable, 

supporting local economies   
–  expand and transform the food system 

   VFPC food system 
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Case studies in BC and AB 
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Vancouver 

Edmonton 

Rimbey 



Case study 

Edmonton Good Food Box 

Vancouver New City Market Food Hub 
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Edmonton:  Preserving Agricultural Land – 
Scaling-up Local Food 
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Edmonton Good Food Box 

•  Sharing risk – a different kind of food system 
•  “I want to increase production, but is there really a 

guaranteed demand for my products?  There are 
considerable risks and challenges associated with 
investing in scaling up local production, and I don’t think 
those risks can be placed entirely on the back of 
producers.  It’s sort of like the chicken and egg question, 
farmers won’t increase supply until they are certain 
demand exists, but it is hard to raise awareness for 
consumers if there isn’t sufficient supply.” 
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Edmonton Good Food Box 

•  Social Enterprise Pilot Project 2009 
–  Huge consumer demand 
–  Recruitment of FM producers 

•  Price, capacity to deliver, 
approach to production 

–  Increase access points for local 
food beyond FM and Farm Gate 
sales 
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Scaling Up:  Good Food Box & Weekly 
Ordering 



Risk of marketing to “where consumer is at” 

•  “I think most of the people I know that have joined up 
with the GFB did it as much for the good food as for the 
political reasons because they didn't want it to fail.  Right 
now we are hoping to try and reach out to people who 
maybe aren't that, who just want the convenience and I 
think you still have to be a little bit convinced that it's 
good because you don't get to choose your vegetables 
and choices are made for you.” 
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Good Food Box:  Ceased in 2012 

•  Competing on convenience = impossible 
•  Competing on values = opportunity 
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Vancouver: Vibrant and Diverse Local Food 
Economy 
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Doing things differently is risky 

•  “There is a myth that farmers are individualistic, but 
really no more so than any other business.  Our 
livelihood is tied up in our business and it is not 
something I’m willing to put on the line for speculative 
ventures that might work down the road, regardless of 
their value.  It is simply too risky.  We want proven 
solutions that work.  Values are important, but they are 
not something that will take over the business.” 
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Building the Case for Local Food Infrastructure 

•  Food System Assessment (VFPC, 
2005) 
–  Build capacity 
–  Strengthen and expand linkages 
–  Expand retail offerings 
–  Food friendly city policy 

•  Local Food First 
–  Meet Your Maker 
–  Local Food Branding opportunities 
–  Tomato Value Chain Development 
–  Economic Landscape Report 

Trout Lake / Cedar Cottage Food 
Security Network 
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New City Market:  Vancouver’s Local Food Hub 

•  Model local food system in 
one location 

•  Food focused engagement / 
mobilization 

•  Rebuild local food 
infrastructure 

•  Key functions of wholesale / 
retail market, processing 
and food prep, cold storage 
and distribution and public 
space 
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New City Market:  Vancouver’s Local 
Food Hub 

•  Building a business case – how will this make money? 
•  Building capacity for Vancouver Farmers Markets 
•  Supportive policy environment – VFP 
•  Physical place leads to building alternative food 

movement capacity 
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Lessons from Edmonton and 
Vancouver examples? 

•  Recognized need to rebuild local food infrastructure 
–  Creating a market / accessing a market 
–  Sourcing production, expanding opportunities 
–  Distribution, value-added, etc. 

•  Tensions between project focus vs. movement focus 
–  Scale-up initiative or scale-up movement? 

•  Difficulty in securing resources, commitment to build 
social infrastructure 

•  Tensions between financial viability and values-based 
commitment to alternative food system 



Case study 

Rimbey Farmers’ Market and 
regional clustering 
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Farmers’ markets and the Social Economy 

•  Historic roots (1900s), decline (1950s – 70s), revival (late 70s) 

•  Registered FMs in BC (103) and AB (115) nonprofit, some 
cooperatives 

•  Urban and rural; small to large 

•  Address a range of social, cultural, economic and environmental 
objectives 

•  Horizontally and vertically embedded in the community: businesses, 
institutions, government agencies, community organizations 
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Rimbey, AB 



Rimbey Farmers’ Market 
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Rimbey market slogan:  

“a great reason to get up on Saturday mornings” 
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With a new market manager and board of directors, the market 
grew from only seven vendors in 2006, to 42 in 2007.    
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“A locally embedded market generates a unique community 
atmosphere” (Gail Rondeel, market manager). 
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“We have people coming to the market and dancing. We have older senior couples actually  
ballroom dancing at the market. All this stuff gives a real sense of community”  
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“This market is not about “bigger is better”, but focuses on community needs and 
values”. In order to keep the community atmosphere, the market manager was 
considering limiting the number of vendors.  



Regional clustering of FMs 
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Regional clusters of farmers’ markets in Alberta.  
Sources: Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development (AARD); reprinted with 
permission. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alberta-map.png 

Central AB cluster 



Rimbey as part of a Central AB market cluster 
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•  12 FMs 

•  Geographic and active clustering - horizontal and vertical 
relations, knowledge mobilization, collaboration and competition 

•  Resulting in innovative responses to challenges of scale, 
infrastructure and organizational capacity common to 
alternative food initiatives and the social economy 



Regional clustering 
•  Horizontal:  

•  movement of vendors, products, customers, capital - within 
and between clusters – scaling out 

•  coordination of market days and times – market circuits – 
benefits vendors and customers – scaling out, 
organizational capacity 

•  creates a collective competitive advantage over conventional 
retail – scaling up 

•  collaborative partnerships and cooperatives forming amongst 
vendors enabling a scaling up 

•  market managers, vendors: co-creating and sharing 
knowledge – organizational and individual capacity 
building 
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Regional clustering 

•  Vertical: 
»  mutually beneficial relationships with surrounding 

businesses and community organizations, 
government – infrastructure; scaling up 
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Summary 

•  Leadership and vision catalyzed positive change and growth of the 
market 

•  Social relations, emblematic of the social economy, critical to FM 
success 

•  Collaborations formed by markets embedded in the community and 
as part of regional clustering enable a scaling up and out, as well as 
organizational capacity building, and access to infrastructure 

•  Cluster concept relatively unexplored in relation to AFS and the SE 
but could be used to coordinate an overall strategy for advancing 
local food systems through collaboration of public, private and social 
economy sectors.  
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Some Concluding Thoughts 

•  Role and need for vertical and horizontal linkages 
•  Social relations are critical for navigating short term vs. 

long term objectives, pragmatic vs. transformational 
landscape 

•  Need to critically assess what is being scaled-up and 
why. 
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Discussion:  Beyond the Margins, Beyond 
Food  

•  How to scale-up alternative food initiatives so that they 
have a greater transformational impact in the larger agri-
food system and also serve as a catalyst for broader 
societal change towards a sustainable and strong social 
economy? 

•  Are the challenges and tensions between pragmatic and 
transformational approaches to issues of food security, 
food sovereignty, food justice and sustainability any 
different from other sectors? 

•  How can sector specific learning better contribute to the 
“joined-up thinking” required for sustainable community 
development? 
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General	  Discussion	  

Presentation	  recording,	  slides	  and	  transcript	  will	  be	  posted	  on:	  
www.BALTA-sis.ca	  


