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Despite the increasing growth and attention to farmers markets, CSAs, local food box 
programmes, etc., alternative food initiatives geared towards local production and consumption, 
many of which emerge from the social economy, remain minor players when contrasted with the 

conventional food system. How do we scale-up alternative food initiatives so that they have a 
great 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? The case studies 
examined in this webinar highlight the opportunities and challenges in scaling up food re-

localization without sacrificing commitment to social, economic and environmental values and 
goals. Lorelei, Mary and Sean suggest the need to focus attention equally on building physical 

infrastructure and capacity (production, storage, distribution, retail) whilst also investing in social 
infrastructure and capacity (coalition-building, partnerships, clustering) required for a robust and 

resilient local food movement.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 

Mary: In our presentation we are going to be describing collaborative innovations that are 
emerging from the social economy that are contributing to community transformation through 
both re-localizing and re-socializing the food system. The essential and multifunctional nature of 
food gives rise to a number of overlapping social goals such as health, culture, community 
building, economic development and ecological integrity. Food then creates a really important 
platform to developing an integrated approach to sustainable community development and the 
strategic and cross sectoral collaborations needed to foster this transformation. 
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So I am going to begin with a brief introduction and then pass it over to Sean who is going to 
introduce the Edmonton Good Food Box and the Vancouver New City Market food hub. I am 
going to talk about the successful re-birth of the Rimbey Farmers’ Market and its involvement in 
a cluster of markets in central Alberta and Sean will finish up with a summary and post some 
questions to launch the discussion. 
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The sustainability of the conventional food system, which is characterized by globalized 
commodity markets, industrialized techniques and technologies, and heavy reliance on fossil 
fuels for long distance transportation and manufactured inputs is being challenged by a number 
of socio economic and environmental issues, which has led many to questions the ability of it to 
feed a growing population. There are a number of issues for some of them include climate 
change, degradation of the resource base, rising cost of fossil fuels and inputs, an increasing 
cost price we use for producers which is resulting in increasing debt and bankruptcy, lack of 
consumer trust and control over the food supply chain by a small number of transnational 
corporations.  

              

In response to these problems, a number of alternative and more sustainable food production, 
distribution and consumption patterns have blossomed over the years. We are seeing a rise in 
the number of organic, biodynampic, agro-ecology, and permaculture methods that are 
designed to reduce the ecological footprint of production. We have also seen an emphasis on 
re-localizing consumption and production through such things as the hundred mile diet and we 
have seen an increase in direct marketing which re-socializes or rebuilds relationships between 
producers and consumers and contributes to local economies. There are also initiatives that 
increase access and affordability by providing to those in need. A number of these initiatives are 
embedded in the social economy which is sometimes referred to as the third sector, as it is 
distinguished from public and private sectors by a different approach to production, distribution 
and consumption. There are many examples, some of them include farmer purchasing and 
marketing cooperatives, community gardens, and community food banks. The social economy 
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has a long history of using the market place for addressing social needs and goals through 
democratic organizations and activities. The portrait of the social economy is diverse, with 
various structures, such as non-profits, cooperatives and social enterprises, and sizes. They are 
all, however, locally embedded and locally controlled and respond in character to community 
norms, values, cultures, demand and supply. The social economy often works in collaborations 
with private and public sectors and their relationship forms reciprocal benefits through the 
integration of economic, social and environmental objectives.  

                   

 

We have seen a dramatic increase in the diversity and number of alternative food initiatives in 
recent years but they still remain to be seen as minor players when contrasted to the 
conventional food system. In addition to scale there are a number of other constraints to 
alternative food systems, such as scope, meaning the range of products, particularly in a 
northern climate, ie. physical infrastructure, such as storage, processing and accessibility and 
convenience, what most consumers want, as well as organizational capacity because they are 
all often under resourced. 
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So, how do we address these issues of scaling up alternative food initiatives while also retaining 
the values and goals by transforming the food system from farm to plate to waste, rather than 
merely informing it? In the three case studies we will, we will highlight the successes and 
challenges of scaling up and out both the social and physical infrastructure of food initiatives 
based on the convergence of social economy and sustainability goals.  

Case Study # 1: Edmonton Good Food Box 
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Sean: These two case studies are examples of alternative food initiatives and they both  
emerged out of the global food crisis. They both have a common desire to connect people to 
their food system and bring together consumers and farmers on a more local basis. They both 
recognize that there are many interesting activities going on in other cities but that they were 
small and largely on the margins. Finally, they both looked to the future; they were visionary and 
had a specific focus to transform the food system. So, for both of these case studies, the 
alternative food system was crucial. The purpose of today is to look at some of the challenges 
these case studies faced in terms of scaling their activities.    

                        

 We will start with the Edmonton Good Food Box but I think it is important to first have a bit of 
context as to where this project came from.  It emerged a time when there was widespread 
community concern over what was going to happen with the last track of agricultural land in the 
north east of the city and the Greater Edmonton Alliance, a sort of cross sectoral NGO focused 
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on engaging citizens to involved them and mobilized them around this question of the greater 
good of Edmonton  and what was going to happen with this land. They were hugely successful 
in getting hundreds of people out to council meetings and public forms to make the case that 
agricultural land is important and that this is land that has a very specific micro climate, very 
good soil and irrigation and the location was great for the farmers market. So it was really critical 
land. There was a huge public response and they were able to shift the policy discussion that 
yes, the City of Edmonton has to take food and agriculture serious when making these kinds of 
decisions. But even with all this work on the policy front they also had to demonstrate that local 
agriculture was a viable business. So, had sought out how to work on two fronts, a) how to 
educate consumers about the local food potential and, b) shift producers who may be producing 
for the global food market to look at the local market. That was something that was a real 
challenge. There is always a real risk in doing something differently. In discussion they asked, 
who should share those risks? Is it the producer? Is it the consumer? What comes first?  

                         

The Good Food Box (GFB) was a kind of programme designed to try to address that problem of 
risk. The GFB got consumers to buy in to receiving a set box of food on a weekly basis. There 
was not a lot of choice on what that was as it was entirely dependent on what was available and 
what producers could supply.  
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So, this was set up as a social enterprise in 2009 and it received funding from a government 
agency so that they were able to subsidize ten percent of the participants to low income 
families. That ran for six continuous weeks in 2009 growing season and expanded throughout 
the growing season into 2010 and 2011. The idea at the proposal stage was that this was a pilot 
project and that this would evolve into a fully independent cooperative. It would service as 
launching pad for neibourhood markets, help construct government policies and really build on a 
case that agricultural land within the city needs to be preserved.  

It was designed for 100 people but there was huge consumer demand and over 1000 people 
signed up so the organizers were completely overwhelmed by this. They scrambled to find 
resources to supply as many as they could. In the end they were able to provide to 236 families 
on a weekly basis (31 of which were subsidized). They had to limit that because of the 
limitations on the physical infrastructure, ie. the delivery trucks, storage space and warehouses. 
They recruited farmers market producers largely and negotiated a price with the farmer that was 
fair to the farmer and could meet the restrictions of the project. They tried to focus on those 
producers that were either organic, not necessarily certified organic but that were farming in a 
more organic way to try and build that awareness amongst producer but also to roll in the value 
of shifting production systems. This was designed to increase access points beyond local food 
but also increase the market potential of market production.  
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So, 236 people in the City of Edmonton, a city of a million, this was really a tiny impact. The 
organizers of the GFB recognized right away that they would have to expand right away if this 
was going to have an impact on the larger system. in order to expand they needed investment 
in infrastructure to scale up and to provide even greater market access to farmers and to allow 
them to shift their markets.  so they invested heavily in physical infrastructure, i.e. depots, 
warehouses, cold storage facilities, delivery trucks so that many more families were able to 
access the GFB.  

In 2010, they decided to focus on the suburban family , this was a big market. In order to get the 
stereotypical suburban family engaged in this they decided that would have to provide a lot 
more choice and a much larger range of products. Not necessarily locally produced, sustainable 
or organic but focused on local business.  

So in 2011, 2012 the GFB shifted to a much more niche market, that middle class suburban 
market, which changed the nature of the project. It was no longer a social enterprise. The 
funding was not renewed so they were not able to subsidize low income families anymore, 
although they were donating 1% of sales to the Mennonite Center.  This shift over time 
highlights some of the challenges with scaling. In the focus of scaling up, chasing that middle 
class food market eroded some of the political and transformational appeal that got people 
excited in the first place. People started to question, is it an alternative food system that we are 
trying to build here? Or it is the same food system but just build on a more local basis? The 
relationship between producers and consumers started to be erased for some of the 
participants. They actually lost a large number of original participants because the GFB was no 
longer able to cater to that political and value based transformation to the food system.  
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I think that is reflected in some of the quote that the GFB participants shared. We are talking 
about the risk of marketing to where the consumer is at to generate those economies of scale. 
Recognizing that most of the people that joined in the first place did so not just for the food but 
for political reasons because it was part of this larger mobilization about preserving agricultural 
land. So, reaching out beyond those people we were politically engaged causes some tensions 
and as a result of those tensions they lost some of those really committed people. The GFB was 
not able to tap into the middle class suburban market because they were not able to compete 
with supermarket convenience and efficiency. 

           

 As a result of this, the lack of connection between producers and consumers was eroded and 
all the risk was transferred to the good food box. In the end they were not able to generate 
enough revenue in sales and had to cease operations in 2012 largely because they were unable 
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to compete on that convenience factor, the large scale market was not ready for this. However, 
there are other organizations that have sprung up in their place that are closer to the original 
GFB values.  
 
Case Study #2: Vancouver New City Market 

                

Moving on to talk about the Vancouver, BC market. Again, a little bit of context. Vancouver is a 
metro region of 2 million people. Very fortunate to have an agricultural land reserve that 
preserves significant portions of agricultural land in the metro region. Not all of that is in food 
production or even local food production but alternatively there are all kinds of urban agriculture 
initiatives that are growing food within the city. In the city of Vancouver, there is a very food 
friendly policy environment and vibrant farmers market system.  There are five seasonal 
markets and a winter market that generates over 6 million dollars annually. There are all kinds 
of discussions in Vancouver about building alternative food systems that are more just and more 
sustainably. There is a really prominent and active food community. But again it’s about how to 
you build these things up? In this context, the Vancouver New City Market emerged as a means 
to scale these kinds of activities up. How do you manage the risk of doing these differently? 
How do you scale up these alternative food systems? 
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Here is a quote from a Vancouver New City Farmer producer talking about some of the 
hesitancy of getting engaged in the local food system. He is struggling right now to sell just 
within the farmers markets. This is going okay, so why would he want to do something different 
and put his business on the line? This reflects the real challenge. How do you get these people 
to buy in and scale up in a different way? So, Vancouver had to build the case for investments 
in local food system infrastructure. This was seen as the primary challenge and it was a long 
process.  

             

In 2005, there was a Local Food System Assessment. It recognized that it needed to build 
capacity for the local food, mobilize funding and training etc. Recognize that it also had to 
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strengthen and expand the linkages. The view was that there wasn’t a single local food system 
in Vancouver, there were multiple food systems that were completely separate from each other. 
The charity food system was divorced from the farmers markets that were divorced from the 
restaurant and retail sales. How do you make the connections between those different kinds of 
food systems that are isolated from one another? How do you expand the retail offerings in the 
city? How do you scale up production and shift production from export to local consumption? 
How do you develop more food friendly city policies?  

In response to these challenges that were identified in the Food System Assessment, Local 
Food First was established. It was a network of organizations that were committed to creating a 
sustainable local food system that provides healthy food. They started to work on a bunch of 
initiatives trying to bring these people together. The first was meet your maker, a sort of like a 
speed dating for restaurant people. They got everyone in a room talking together discussing 
what opportunities there might be and the food service industry talking about what kind of 
products they need and what kind of format they need them in. The producers talking about 
what they can provide, how much they can provide and making those connections and actual 
contracts in person. Local food first also explored local branding opportunities, explore how local 
producers capitalized on that massive consumer interest in local food and expose different 
value chain developments and opportunities for doing value added production for certain things. 
One of the things Local Food First determined was that a key barrier for each initiative was that 
each were dependent on a supporting local food infrastructure.  

So, Local Food First then focused its attention on how do we rebuild the local food system 
infrastructure? How do we provide small scale local food processing facilities, distribution, 
warehousing markets etcetera on a local basis? Because these things no longer exist.  At the 
same time the Vancouver Farmers Association was searching for a permanent location. They 
needed to find a place for their winter market. It had expanded well beyond its capacity. So the 
idea was to merge all of these things into the New City Market to create a Local Food Hub. The 
idea is that the Local Food Hub could model the local food system could bring together some of 
these disparate local food sectors, make those connections and provide an opportunity to scale 
up production and sales. 
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The idea was that it would be a focal place food and engagement and would be a resource and 
asset for neighborhood level food products. In doing so it would rebuild that entire missing local 
food infrastructure.  In 2010 this project was launched and conducted visioning exercises with a 
number of stakeholders and identified four key functions around the facility. This was a 
wholesale and retail market, processing and food prep, cold storage and distribution and an 
active public space to build food awareness amongst the public.  
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Since 2010, it has been a long slow process for getting this project going. Since that time, they 
were working with the city to identify a piece of land. One of the requirements by the city was 
that in order to release land to the farmers market and to build this they want to see a clear 
business case, they wanted to make money. They do not want to be forced into a situation 
where they are subsidizing this on a continuous basis. Building that business cases was a focus 
in a two year entirety; figuring out how we can make the New City Market make money.  

So, they engaged with various stakeholders on what they would pay for storage space and 
distribution and this tied up all the resources of those people engaged. The focus was entirely 
on the physical infrastructure and how it could be used for the stakeholders and during that 
period there was a tendency to forget that there was a reason that the local food infrastructure 
does not exist. That is because it is not economically when it is done within the constraints of 
the industrial food system with all its subsidies.  

I think the social economy model provides opportunities to innovate and to build relationships for 
social infrastructure but, in the process of being focused on the business case, those involved n 
building up the New City Market lost sight of that social infrastructure aspect. The tendency was 
to forget that this was part of a local food movement and I think that the project was criticized, 
perhaps rightly so, for failure to include in the larger food system movement. That was a long 
and slow process that was supported by the City of Vancouver. Through local food policy, 
Vancouver kept championing it and carried the project through. Progress is now being made to 
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shift the focus from the building and that physical infrastructure to social infrastructure. For 
example, they started a wholesale and chef pick up facility at the Wednesday markets in 
Vancouver to try to market this and build the case for various stakeholders. That this is 
something that they should be interested in and willing to invest in. Use the farmers network as 
the community based food distribution system that can be housed in the New City Market when 
its finally built.  

                      

Some lessons from the Vancouver and Edmonton examples? Recognize the need to re-build 
the local food infrastructure. Focus around creating a market and accessing a market. Making 
those connections between consumer and local producer awareness and expanding 
opportunities for producers. There is a continued tension between this project focus of getting 
projects built and running and the day to day challenges of doing that and perhaps loosing that 
connection to the larger food system movement. Both case studies have severe challenges in 
securing resources to provide that social infrastructure that gets and keeps these projects going. 
Finally, that reoccurring tension between financial viability and value based commitment to 
alternative food systems.  
 
Case Study #3: Rimbey Farmers’ Market and Regional Clustering 
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Mary: Thanks Sean. I am going to talk about the Rimbey Farmers’ Market and the regional 
clustering successes. 

                     

Farmers markets in BC and Alberta have quite a long history dating back to the early 1900s but 
like all markets in North America they faced a downturn with the rise of super markets in the 
1970s. By the 1980s, there was less than 100 markets left in all of North America. There was a 
re-birth of markets in recent decades, and particularly with Alberta and BC in Canada. Alberta 
has 115 registered markets and BC has 103. This is the highest number of registered markets 
per capita in the country and overall have the highest number of direct marketing initiatives in 
Canada as well.  

So the markets in the two provinces are community based organizations and they have been 
structured mainly as non-profits and a few cooperatives, hence they are part of the social 
economy. Economically, they provide a physical and social infrastructure for producers to a 
direct market so that they can obtain immediate returns and do some product testing and get 
immediate feedback from customers. Environmentally, there are a growing number of organic 
and low impact products and certainly a demand for that. Socially they have become really 
important community gathering spots with entertainment, education activities and lots of 
community building. So, they are very embedded in the community both horizontally, with 
farmers through partnerships with market managers and consumers and then vertically, with 
relationships through other local businesses and institutions, community organizations and 
government agencies.  
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Rimbey is a town in central Alberta, population of 25,000 people, and it describes itself as, “a 
community on the move.” They have a really strong economy based in agriculture and the oil 
and gas industry and it is a service center to the wider area of about 12,000 people. It is also 
close to three major lakes in the area where it draws in millions of people in the summer months 
for recreational purposes and it is also close to the three largest cities in the province, that being 
Edmonton, Calgary and Red Deer.  

               

So, the market in Rimbey was established in the late 1980’s but by 2006 was on the verge of 
shutting down with only seven vendors left. There was a lack of strong leadership in the market, 
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there was fading interest and support and it had developed a really bad reputation in the region 
that had some really strong markets. But in 2007, it underwent a really dramatic turnaround. 
They hired a new market manager and board of directors and within that year they got 42 
venders. So, within a year, it succeeded in becoming, “a good reason to get up on Saturday 
morning”. This became their slogan. 

               

The local manager stated the market started to become more successful once it started 
contributing to the social aspects of the community.  
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She says that, “a locally embedded market creates a unique community atmosphere.” This is a 
quote that she provided, “I wanted to make the market a community even where people wanted 
to go on Saturday mornings, where they wanted to do their shopping, where they wanted to 
meet for coffee and meet their friends. If you can make a market a really fun place to be, well I 
think that why farmers markets are so important. We have people coming to the market and 
dancing, we have older senior couples coming to the market and actually ballroom dancing. All 
this stuff gives a great sense of community.  
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They also hire a bus to pick up seniors to the market. They have a volunteer band playing every 
Saturday and they provide family oriented entertainment. They have local businesses supplying 
free coffee and donuts. They encourage people to bring their own cups and shopping bags. One 
Saturday a month they designate it as environmental solutions day which features local best 
practices and green inventions and they try to get as many kids and youth involved in that as 
well.  
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She wanted to avoid growing to be a more touristy market too instead having a very loyal 
consumer base. It also serves as an entry point to expanding production and consumption in the 
area. The market manager also helped to determine a contract for growers to the local seniors 
lodge to supply fresh vegetables and fruit. Some vendors have also arranged contracts with the 
local retail outlets and restaurants. Also, they partner with another non-profit in the area called 
The Hundred Mile Kitchen and offer classes on canning and preserving food at the market.  

A large part of the success of this market is due to the strengthened community partnerships 
between town administration, business and organizations. The town sponsors the registration of 
the market with the provincial market association. This location that it is at also belongs to the 
Rimbey Historic Society, so they have partnered with them and they have access to the 
buildings and infrastructure like the water and the washrooms and stuff for a very reasonable 
cost.  

                       

The market also developed good linkages with other market clusters in the areas. As part of our 
research we started to see that there was clustering of markets in certain areas in both 
provinces. So Rimbey is part of this cluster in central Alberta. There are twelve farmers markets 
within close proximity within the region and they are linked by both collaborative and competitive 
forces.  



BALTA Scaling Innovations for Sustainability Project 
www.BALTA-sis.ca 
 

             

Clustering is a prevalent strategy for innovation and growth. There is a lot of literature, 
particularly in industrial production and manufacturing, i.e. Silicon Valley. In addition to the 
marketing advantages, such as restaurants that are in a certain area or outlets, there are also 
opportunities for collaboration and knowledge exchange and assisting in linking members of the 
cluster to other networks; all of these things offering competitive advantages. In terms of 
clustering farmers markets, we found it resulted in innovative responses to challenges of scale, 
such as organizational challenges of capacity, which are common in terms of alternative food 
initiatives and the social economy.          
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So as I mentioned there is horizontal and vertical linkages. There were members sharing tips 
with each other on marketing, the market managers in the region shared tips on market 
development and on what venders are good and what are bad. They could also develop 
promotional material. The managers in the region also arrange to coordinate market dates and 
hours so as to deal with direct competition and overlap, which enables a market circuit. This 
allows for a movement of vendors, products, customers and capital taking place. Not only 
between a market in that cluster but also between a markets in other clusters, which has 
enabled a real scaling out which then enables the competitive advantage in the area. They have 
noticed that there is an increase in sales as a result of this market circuit.  

There are also collaborations and partnerships between vendors within a cluster. One of them 
and consists of five farm families in the region that have formed a partnership and pool their 
produce to share resources. They sell at thirteen different markets in central, northern and 
southern Alberta. This has enabled a scaling up and scaling out. As I mentioned there are also 
mutually beneficial relationships forming through vertical linkages surrounding businesses, 
community organizations and governments that have aided in providing access to infrastructure 
and also scaling up opportunities.  
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To summarize about the Rimbey Market and it’s re-birth. It was really the vision and leadership 
that catalyzed change and growth of the market but it was also the social relations, emblematic 
of the social economy, critical to maintaining this success. Collaborations formed by markets 
embedding 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. So, clustering is a 
relatively unexplored concept in relation to exploring alternative food systems and the social 
economy I think it could be definitely used to coordinate in an overall strategy for advancing 
local food systems through collaboration of public, private and social economy sectors. Without 
investing huge amounts of money in infrastructure they have been able to achieve a higher level 
scale and accessing other markets that the Good Food Box and the Food Hub are attempting to 
do.  

                   

Sean: We will conclude our session and move into the question and answer. I think these case 
studies illustrate is the need to look at both horizontal and vertical linkages. There are vertical 
linkages within organizations and spheres of influence and also the horizontal between 
organizations and spheres of influence.  This is critically important when talking about scaling 
up. Clustering is a really good example of this but it is also a challenge. Doing your own work in 
your own organization, it is hard to challenge the structures of other organizations. It’s normal to 
want to put your head down and plow ahead. This leads to the tendency to not look at what 
others are doing, however, which makes you run the risk of missing opportunities and not 
establishing stronger linkages.  

The social relations are critical in navigating the short term and long term objectives and the 
tensions inherent in those, specifically between the pragmatic, strategic incrementalism and the 
more transformational landscape. I think developing those social relations, that’s where the 
social economy plays a critical and vital role. It can enable the maintenance of that social 
infrastructure to hold and pull everything together while organizations search out and look for 
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the incremental changes, serving as levers and catalysts and focus on that broader change to a 
different way of doing things.  

Those strategic steps can only be identified by developing and maintaining those horizontal and 
vertical linkages in the social infrastructure. We also need to critically asses what it is we are 
trying to scale up. It is not just enough to scale something up for the sake of making it bigger. Is 
it doing things differently and making change? It’s risky and challenging so we need to think 
about how we are managing these risks to bring people along. I think that the scaling out is 
equally if not more important than the scaling up, i.e. the need to build that solidarity around 
these social initiatives.  

Discussion 

                       

We have just put together some of these big picture questions to ask how can we scaling up 
these alternative food initiatives so that they have a greater transformational impact and serve 
as a catalyst towards broader societal change towards a sustainable social economy. 

Lorelei: Thank you Sean and Mary for that fabulous discussion. 

Judith Ann Hitchman (Judith is responsible for advocacy for Urgenci, the Global Community 
Supported Agriculture network. She is also the consumer constituency representative in the 
Civil Society Mechanism of the Committee for World Food Security and European Board 
member of the Intercontinental Network for Solidarity Economy): With the Rimbey Case, is there 
further information on this somewhere? And have the producers established a formalized 
network?  

Mary: As far as writing the info on this case study Sean and I have written a chapter in a book 
but it is under review right now. In terms of whether these farmers or vendors have a formal 
network, the answer is, no they don’t. A cluster is a very informal network. Vendors will often 
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change their locations as well. They may stick with a market for so long then move to another 
market. There is a lot of fluidity to the cluster so there is no formal arrangement. It is just that 
there are some formal partnerships and cooperatives that have started to emerge between 
certain numbers of vendors from within the clusters. The name of the book I am referring to 
above is, Seeds of Transition, it’s a book that is based on case study work that came out of 
BALTA. It is under review right now but we will definitely have it up on the website when it 
comes out. 

Judith: What tool did you use for your food system assessment? Is that tool available and 
transferrable? 

Sean: yes the food system assessment is available on the Vancouver website. It is the Food 
Policy Council website from 2005. I was not involved in doing the food system assessment so I 
am not really familiar with how it was done but that is all described in the document. 

Judith: How did you actively build a food network? 

Sean: It emerged out of a large amount of members from the Vancouver Food Policy Council, 
but others as well. It was really an ad hoc organization of people that agreed to give time and 
resources to discuss these issues and it snowballed from there. It was very informal all the way 
through, a loose organization.  

Rebecca Mullins (Rebecca is from North Bay, Ontario and is on a steering committee to 
develop an Eat Local Co-op): Dispersed population, our climate and short growing season are 
huge challenges. Do you have any suggestions to deal with these challenges? 

Mary: I think this is why we see clusters to deal with these challenges. Some of those are in and 
around cities and then in Alberta where you just have clusters of towns and villages, also 
because of the tourists coming in as well. Population is definitely a critical factor but we have a 
lot of areas of production that are export oriented and are not addressing local needs so we can 
certainly be converting more of that. In terms of cold climate and climate change, we have not 
done a lot of work to look into how we can expand our growing capacity and have systemically 
and systematically eliminated horticulture departments in the universities, which is too bad. I 
think there are many different ways that that could address these challenges.  

Sean: The only thing I would add is that these things are seasonal in nature. A real opportunity 
exists to make those linkages on a more global basis. We need to go outside of our local food 
areas to source food products, particularly in the winter. If we can strengthen the linkages then I 
think it is contributing to an alternative global type of food system.  

Lorelei: Locally, some of the urban farmers in our region have been tackling this question too of 
how to expand the growing season. There is one person in particular that has been quite 
successful in expanding the various things that he is growing to restaurants. I think it is 
somewhat locally specific too in terms of how people overcome the challenges. 

Judith: What are the members of the food council? 
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Sean: The Vancouver Food Policy Council is chaired by a local authority councillor. It is an 
advisory body with people from the civil society sector based around food, i.e. farmers market 
representatives, local producer representatives, social service agencies, food security networks 
etc. There is a whole range, maybe twenty different people that sit on it at any given time and 
they meet on a month basis to talk about issues that come up in the city. This has been running 
since 2005, though changing the rotation of people on it.  

Lorelei: In Edmonton, they just completed their food strategy in the fall of 2012. They are in the 
process of pulling together a food council, which will consist of about fifteen people. That one 
was by application but apparently they were swamped with applications so they have got to 
reduce it to members. They are trying to get representation from as broad array of stake hold 
groups as possible. As far as Rimbey goes, it is not very common for small communities to have 
food strategies or even food councils, so they do not have anything right now. 

Dan Ferguson (Farmer on Vancouver Island in the Cowichan Valley): I just wanted to back up 
a little bit to when someone on the panel was talking about being aware of what we are buying 
year round. I specialize in year round growing without really any inputs. What I think is needed if 
you really want to promote this is education to the growers on how to extend the season and 
keep that local movement alive and well throughout the darker seasons. I think this can be done 
well and I think it can be done efficiently. But, the real problem to farmers is access to capital 
and education. I just wanted to throw that on the table. 

Mary: Yes this certainly addresses that earlier question. You are certainly in a more 
advantageous location then some of us.  

Dan: Well, I grew in West Kootenays in British Columbia for a while as well and largely off the 
grid. It can be done. There is a ton of information out there it just needs to get out to growers 
and farmers. In colleges and universities the information is not there. Somehow get it out to 
farmers; it does not need to be an onerous task.  

Mary: I agree whole heartedly. I know producers here who have really extended their growing 
season from early April until the end of October. So, that is considerable for here. With the use 
of greenhouses and starting things off earlier...that is what a lot of the market gardeners do.  

Dan: Sure. Knowing the timing of planting your winter crop, too. If you are just starting your crop 
in April then, quite frankly, that is a little late. If you are going to start your crop in August and 
hold until April then you are going to have a successful spring. Once again I am just trying to 
network and share information with growers. There is a tonne of information out there on it.  

Mary: Yes. Well, even the products that we are able to grow the market are swamped with 
exports. It’s almost hard for people in the rest of Canada to access BC fruit because of these 
exports.  

Angela McGreevy (Intern with Harvest Haliburton – they are just starting the process of a 
community food scan): Can you give examples of vertical linkages? 
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Mary: Yes. So, the way that we have defined vertical linkages is those that move, lets say, from 
farmers markets (ie. the vendors and managers) up to other businesses and community 
organizations. Lots of farmers markets offer free tables for community organizations to discuss 
what they are doing in the community.  Also, as I mentioned, government.  So, Rimbey Market 
is sponsored by local town administration. There are contracts with some of the local 
businesses. They have contracts with the seniors lodge, which is again a community based 
non-profit. Any of those that are linked vertically.  

Question (Could not hear who the speaker was): Is there a need to build more networks to 
support value chains? Is Vancouver further ahead in this regard? 

Sean: Yes, that is the key aspect. In order to get people more engaged, you need it to make 
sense economically but the challenge is how do you make it easier for local production and 
consumption that disadvantages local? So, I think that that social infrastructure, building these 
networks, is a way to address that to share facilities and resources. Producers talk about the 
lack of access to capital to scale up their production. How can they share capital and share 
resources so that multiple producers can scale up their production. Need to address this with 
social infrastructure of the social economy. How can they scale through networks that represent 
each and every aspect of the food system? 

Mary: I think Vancouver has really stepped up to the plate and is willing o facilitate making 
those connections and putting out some capital in that regard as we seen in the Food Hub. So 
there is a real role, I think, for government institutions and universities as well. The research that 
we were involved with as part of BALTA definitely made a contribution in terms of understanding 
the linkages and who and what needs to be involved. So, yes, not just stakeholders along the 
supply chain but also outside institutions as well.  

Question: What about formal networks? Could the networks join the social solidarity network, 
RIPPS, which is a network of networks? 

Mary: No, in Alberta there is no formal networks being formed but in BC there are some market 
societies that are kind of umbrella organizations for a group of markets. That umbrella society 
helps to get markets started, share resources and provide training resources. Clustering is 
typically an informal thing, although governments typically like the idea. But I guess it goes up 
and down. Certainly, in the wine industry, they have received lots of support in BC and Ontario 
for cluster development. It is definitely a prevalent strategy for innovation and growth in different 
sectors.  

Lorelei: Let’s go back to the three question that you two posted. First one, how to scale up 
alternative food initiatives so that they have a transformational impact on the larger agri-food 
system and also as a catalyst to broader societal change towards a sustainable and strong 
social economy.  

Sean: I think the critical aspect is building the social capacity and building those social linkages. 
Talking about a big picture, these problems are at the root. The way that we organize society 
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and the how the values of society are told. How do we shift those things through conversation 
and networking across various stakeholders? If we want to scale up alternative food initiatives 
we need to be confidently having those kinds of questions and discussions about what we want 
and how we can all contribute to achieving that. I think making those linkages beyond food and 
into other issues is particularly important. I think that’s how I became interested in food because 
it links all other aspects of sustainability.  

Mary: I will just make the case for the scaling up at a physical capacity as well. I was just 
thinking of a project that is going on in B.C. it is building a regional food system throughout the 
whole south west of B.C. but it actually extends from the tip of the Sunshine Coast, from Powel 
River all the way down into the interior of B.C. so it actually is consisting of a huge production 
area. Incredible diversity of production, which is characteristic of B.C. anyhow. They are trying 
to scale up on that regional basis and I think that’s going to be key. Like someone mentioned 
before, we don’t necessarily have the population in many areas of Canada to justify scaling up a 
lot of production based ok local consumption. But, on a regional basis, that’s why these farmers 
market clusters are really interesting because they are really regionally based and we can start 
to really build that kind of physical supply and capacities that will truly transform food systems 
back into a more localized basis, as opposed to shipping food all over the place. There will 
always be things that are not available but we can certainly shift it to be more regionally based. 

Daryl Nelligan (In Sault Ste. Marie at his FM): There is a niche market trap that the alternative 
food system is really caught in. We constantly have to be looking at what our values are. It’s not 
about high premium price all the time. I certainly do think that our farmers do need to get their 
fair share but it has become very elitist. 

Sean: Yes, that is one of the issues in the local trap. There is also the potential to fall into the 
infrastructure trap. We need to think about how we use our infrastructure differently for different 
purposes, rather than just building the distribution network. How can we use that differently to 
create a different kind of food system? That’s a critical challenge.  

Annie McKitrick: I am kind of interested around the more private sector farmers market and the 
second thing is have any of the presenters had any experiences with Hutterite and Mennonite 
communities, or others, that are very interested in the local market but may not be organic 
producers.  

Mary: I can speak to private sector market. There are not that many private sector farmers 
markets because if they were farmers markets then they wouldn’t be private, it’s kind of an 
oxymoron. Redeer is basically a big market, though, that sells both locally grown produce and 
imports. But it is basically just a big market because the provincial market associations really 
dominate the market scene and provide provincial support. It doesn’t seem like the private 
market has taken off that much, at least in western Canada. As far as the Mennonites and 
Hutterites, they play a very prominent role in the farmers markets in Alberta. I don’t think any of 
them are fully organic, they use more industrial methods. However, they do have such a 
significant labour base so they do a lot by hand, but still use chemicals. I guess what you want 
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at a market is a diversified portfolio of goods, a market spread of prices etc. It’s probably the 
sign of a healthy market, but it does raise questions 

Sean: Because of the consumer interest and demand, the private sector is moving into this. For 
example, The Vancouver Food Hub. They were offered a deal from a condo developer who 
wanted the Food Hub at the base of the condo because he saw it as a great amenity for the 
condo dwellers. However, the developer’s view of what a local food hub was completely 
different than that of the New City Market. So, people are starting to recognize that this is what 
people want. Marketing around this and getting engaged in this is a huge econ opportunity but 
what that means for creating a new type of food system raises all sorts of additional challenges 
with regards to alternative food systems. 

Susan Roberts (from Devon, AB): What are the key values shared? Does your research show 
those? 

Sean: In the Edmonton and Vancouver case studies there were competing ideas and views, 
particularly in the Edmonton Good Food Box. What were the end goals or end vision of this kind 
or project? Those involved at the beginning were focusing on organic and sustainably produced. 
When the Good Food Box moved away from there they happened the dropped out and created 
their own organization. In Vancouver, this was a similar problem. The focus on the physical 
infrastructure they developed and the business case meant that there wasn’t a  discussion 
going around values, i.e. what stakeholders had to be involved, what people wanted etc. That 
kind of got sidetracked for a couple of years. There needs to be more of a discussion around 
what those values are.  

Mary: There is certainly a lot in the literature and in and around what Sean and I have been a 
part of in BALTA that point to a number of values that are economic, social and environmental. 
But, I think what was interesting in Rimbey was that it was one person really that had this vision 
and rallied a like minded board of directors and was able to embed those values into the market. 
Of all the markets that I visited in Alberta, as she said, that was the one that stuck out to have a 
community atmosphere. It was so vibrant. It varies from context to context and between the 
local stakeholders and the actors that are involved and all their values and how that plays out. 

Susan: Alberta has a Network! It’s called Growing Food Security in Alberta Network, 
 www.foodsecurityalberta.org, and partnered in mounting a food conference with AB Farmers 
Market Association in 2009. 

Mary: Yes, Growing food security in Alberta is a great network. 

Judith: In the USA there is often a very positive dynamic between farmer's markets and 
Community Supported Agriculture, CSAs. Is this the case in Canada? 

Mary: I can’t think of any specific examples doing CSAs. I think there are a few producers in 
Canada that do CSAs. It’s not common.  

Sean: I think there are a few in Vancouver that do that and also sell at the market too.  
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Judith: Many vendors at farmers markets will say they are organic or practice agro-ecology but 
are not certified. 

Mary: I can speak to this question. I think that’s the case everywhere. Anyway, once they build 
up a customer base and they have that kind o f relationship they feel it’s not necessary to 
undergo certification, which many think the standards are too low anyways. Also, for small scale 
producers, it is quite an onerous task to go through all the paperwork and all the rules and 
regulations associated with it. The EU is now looking at simplifying the certification procedures 
for organic certification. 

Sean: Particularly since a lot of the agriculture in urban areas is on leased farm land so there is 
tenure issues associated with it as well.  

Dan Ferguson: We need to remember where certified organic came from and what it has 
become. It has become a set of rules that is build for a set of transnational corporations, not for 
a bunch of local farmers ensuring their local customers that their foods clean. I think what really 
needs to be encouraged is that people know their farmers and that is what the local movement 
is.  

Daryl: In Sault Ste. Marie at our FM, one CSA uses it as a point of access. I would say that 
many vendors at the FM also contribute to the CSA. We have two CSA groups I believe. 
Perhaps that is one positive dynamic. 
 
Judith: It is an international system of certification that is low cost and peer-to-peer. Check it 
out with IFOAM. 

Mary: Okay, so if it is a part of IFOAM then it is about organic certification I guess.  I think that 
box schemes in Europe, or CSAs are not as prevalent here, certainly in western Canada. The 
farmers markets are a much more prevalent form of direct form of marketing here in Canada. A 
lot of this is vague depending on context, culture and history.  

Lorelei: 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? 

Mary: I am just thinking of it in comparison to alternative energy sector and the work that Julie 
McArthur was doing, particularly with wind power in Alberta and B.C. I think there is certainly a 
lot more rules and regulations and government intervention in some of the other sectors. But, as 
we are seeing this whole alternative food system and food in cities, urban agriculture moving 
more and more, spreading across North America, I think we are starting to see the government 
playing more of a role and stepping up to the plate. I think that anything that is challenging the 
status quo is going to undergo a lot of these growing pains, so I think there is a lot of similarity. 

Dan:  Yes, agriculture is the only thing that is in all of us.  
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Judith Anne: Then there’s the price issue. Cost seems to be an inhibitor. Price wise, it seems 
to be a problem for alternative energy. Until more people are using alternative energy products, 
those products cost more.  

Sean: Yes, I think that’s something that needs to be done, to expose all the subsidies that are 
part of our food and energy system. If people want free competition then have free competition. 
Don’t make the alternative systems have to challenge the system with one hand tied behind 
their back. 

Mary: What we are talking about is community taking back more control over their needs. That 
is where you hit the brick wall because most of these things are owned by the dominant market 
place, lots of resistance.  

Dan: North Americans pay far less for their food then others on the globe. So it’s a cultural issue 
too. 

Lorelei: How can sector specific learning join up for sustainable community development?  

Sean: This is the focus of the SIS project. How do we learn from other sectors and make the 
connections between very innovative sectoral approaches to creating something different.  

Mary: Judith Anne talks about the importance of food sovereignty and this movement for more 
localized control over what we produce and what we eat. I agree, food sovereignty is absolutely 
critical to this discussion beyond food security.  

Dan: One of the big problems is that farmers by nature are maverick. 

Mary: Some more than others! There is a history of independence and being maverick but also 
history of collaboration and cooperation. The farmer cooperatives date back to the early days of 
these provinces. They realize that they have gained a lot through working together. Whether this 
is in assessing products needed for production or whatever, so they are not completely 
mavericks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


