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six forms of municipal food policy activity 

The level of municipal food policy activity across 

the country surpassed our expectations. The 

diversity of initiatives is exceptional. Using 

academic literature, website reviews, surveys 

of organizational leaders, and phone interviews, 

we have categorized this diverse activity in 

the following six ways5 (Figure 2). Table 1 

summarizes our findings and we have posted 

a full analysis at www.tfpc.to/canadian-food-

policy-initiatives. Our categorization is primarily 

organized around the differences, often nuanced, 

in the structural and resourcing arrangements 

food policy groups have with local and regional 

governments. The nuances, however, appear to 

have an impact on successes and challenges, as 

we explain later in the report.

   category 1
municipality-driven food policy initiatives

These food policy initiatives are financed by the municipality and directed by municipal staff with 

advice from external groups. The municipal government sets the mandate and provides financing 

and staff resources. They are housed within existing municipal government units and external 

organizations advise and interact with municipal officials. 

We found three projects in this category: two in Alberta (Edmonton and Calgary) and one in Metro 

Vancouver. These are relatively new initiatives, and when we were conducting our survey, they were still 

rolling out their implementation mechanisms, 

including food system assessments, charters, 

action plans, and formal entities to oversee 

execution of the agenda. 

They were created by municipal governments, 

but influenced by multi-stakeholder groups. 

The initiatives all reflect a broad food 

systems approach, driven by concerns about 

sustainability. Funding and staffing are 

largely provided by the municipal or regional 

governments. Although it is too early to know 

what their impacts will be, they already have 

some political champions and resources, with 

the engagement of many units within their 

jurisdictions.

example: edmonton fresh-  
local economic development 
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  category 2
hybrid model with direct links to government

These food policy initiatives are a hybrid of civil society organizations and government with a conduit 

to decision makers through municipal council, and with municipal financing, political champions, 

and supportive staff. They are characterized by formal municipal endorsements, structural links, and 

accountability to a government body, including a conduit into the municipal government structure. 

In this category are three initiatives in the cities of Toronto, Vancouver, and Markham, Ontario. The 

Toronto Food Policy Council is more than 20 years old, and was recently instrumental in shaping the 

Toronto Food Strategy which facilitates food systems connections across city departments, and between 

municipal government and community. Markham created its food policy in 2011, with a focus on 

institutional food procurement. 

Typically, these initiatives were intended to 

address issues of access to affordable food 

for low-income residents; sustainability 

concerns (including reducing climate change 

impacts); and the economic viability of 

regional agriculture. Their main challenges 

include fluctuating support from municipal 

councils, problems with resourcing, and lack 

of time to implement their agendas. The older 

initiatives appeared to have the most significant 

impact,6 because food policy agendas take 

time to develop. Based on the breadth of their 

memberships and agendas, and from comments 

we heard in our interviews, we have concluded 

that they have a food systems focus.

Many of these initiatives have been described 

in the academic literature and are widely 

viewed as a preferred structure for a food 

policy organization because of the way they 

blend municipal and civil society organization 

resources and expertise (e.g., Harper et al., 

2009; Schiff, 2007; Scherb et al., 2012). 

example: city of vancouver  
food strategy
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  category 3
hybrid model with indirect links to government

Like Category 2, these food policy initiatives are a hybrid of civil society organizations and government, 

but with fewer formal attachments and lower levels of financing and government staffing arrangements. 

The conduit to council is less direct, via departments and government staff. The linkages with 

government are still significant, but less so than for Category 2. Public health structures and staffing are 

particularly important, with financial support from a mix of sources, including provincial grants. 

In this category, we found 14 projects in British Columbia and Ontario, including ones in Kamloops, B.C., 

and Waterloo Region and Hamilton, Ontario. Most had a regional scope and were created by civil society 

organizations, sometimes in partnership with local or regional public health units. The motives for their 

creation were broad, but usually related to social development or health. Several projects had led to the 

development of food charters. 

Links to government were less direct, and depended largely on participating municipal staff or councillors. 

Staff support was more likely to be the formal or informal assignment of the time of a municipal employee 

than the direct financing of dedicated staff 

positions. Half had some dedicated municipal 

funding, while others survive on a mix of 

provincial governmental and external grants and 

volunteer time. 

As with the initiatives in Category 2, 

membership in these groups was diverse 

and frequently included government 

representatives. The challenges these groups 

faced were more pronounced, however, 

especially securing funding and maintaining 

staff and continuity. Impacts were often 

more project-specific, such as the creation of 

farmers’ markets, the development of food box 

projects, or the establishment of community 

gardens. Compared to Categories 1 and 2, food 

systems approaches were still common, but 

more limited7.

example: hamilton, ontario, community 
garden coordinator
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  category 4
food policy organization linked to government through a secondary agency

These food policy initiatives are not formally connected to government, but linked through secondary 

agencies. They may have important ties to government (such as a municipally endorsed food charter) 

or receive some government grants. 

In this category, we found 15 projects in British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Ontario, and Quebec, including 

ones based in Victoria, Saskatoon, Ottawa, and Montreal. Most have regional responsibilities and were 

largely started by civil society organizations, sometimes with the engagement of government staff. 

The motive for their creation is typically quite 

specific: addressing hunger, overcoming 

barriers to food access, or promoting healthy 

eating, although a few have wider food system 

concerns. Some have created municipal food 

charters, although these charters may not be 

endorsed by the municipal government. 

Their connections to government are largely 

through committees, agencies such as social 

planning councils, or provincially mandated 

organizations. Many did not have staff or 

had only some part-time staffing support, 

sometimes through another agency. Staff and 

money are clear limiting constraints on their 

growth and effectiveness. 

example: ottawa, ontario, just food 
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  category 5 
civil society organization with limited government funding and participation

This type of food policy organization consists of a civil society organization roundtable or project 

committee, on which government officials may participate. The organization may receive some 

government grants. 

In this category, we found 16 initiatives8 primarily in British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec, including 

those based in Kaslo, B.C., Sudbury, Ontario, and the Outaouais region of Quebec. 

Despite limited resources and staffing, they have local visibility and have managed to enact some 

projects with some success. Several have created food charters, and secured municipal endorsement  

for these charters. 

The motives for their creation are diverse, but usually focused on specific goals, such as maintaining 

the viability of local farms or ensuring food security for low-income populations. A wide range of 

organizations were involved in their creation, 

but typically with less government involvement 

than Categories 1 to 4. 

In general, these initiatives are having difficulty 

making inroads with local governments, 

although many participants have connections 

to elected and unelected officials. There is 

some evidence of food systems thinking, but 

resource limitations suggest some difficulties 

with executing projects with system-

wide scope. Some are trying to establish a 

Food Policy Council structured within the 

municipality.

example: kaslo, british columbia,  
food security project
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  category 6
civil society organizations with no direct government involvement 

These food policy initiatives are not formally connected to government and do not seem to partner 

with government or receive funding. The initiatives, however, are developing a clearer structure and 

the ability to engage regional government in food system change.

In this category, we found 13 projects, in British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, New Brunswick and 

Newfoundland and Labrador. These initiatives have had some successes, although they are largely 

unrecognized by local governments. 

Some have constructed charters 

and action plans, but these efforts 

have not substantially affected 

the work of government bodies. In 

British Columbia, however, provincial 

health authorities have often 

been significant supporters. Their 

resources are so limited that we had 

difficulty obtaining information on 

the projects.

TABLE 1 – CHARACTERIZING MUNICIPAL FOOD POLICY INITIATIVES

Note that these are soft boundaries between the categories; in the transition 
from one category to the next are initiatives that display characteristics of both.

Characteristics Number Examples

Cat. 1 – Initiative financed by municipality & 
directed by municipal staff with external groups 
advising

3 Edmonton, Calgary, Metro 
Vancouver

Cat. 2 – CSO / government hybrid with conduit 
through municipal council & municipal financing, 
political champions and dedicated or supportive 
staff to implement strategies

3 City of Toronto, City of 
Vancouver, Markham (ON) 

Cat. 3 – Like Cat. 2, but without govt staff and 
financing; or conduit through departments and govt 
staff with in-kind financing

14 Huntsville (ON), Waterloo 
Region (ON), Kamloops (BC)

Cat. 4 – Conduit to decision makers through 
“secondary” agencies and their staff, some grant 
financing from governments

15 Montreal, GTA Agricultural 
Action Committee (ON), 
Saskatoon

Cat. 5 – Government officials sit on CSO roundtable 
or project committee, limited government funding 
and participation in implementation

16 Kaslo (BC), Sudbury (ON), 
Gatineau (QC)

Cat. 6 – No direct government involvement 13 Okanagan (BC), Winnipeg, 
St. John’s (NL)

example: central okanagan food policy  
council/society

strong 
municipal 

support

weak 
support
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findings from the survey

Municipal and regional food policy work is gaining momentum 
across Canada. In summary, the diversity of the 64 food 
policy initiatives captured in this assessment appears to be 
a function of local political and organizational conditions, 
including the scale and geography of the region and the 
current realities of poverty and food system function. 

These initiatives began to appear in the early 

1990s (see timeline page 16) and now cover 

most regions of the country (see map page 17). 

As in the United States (Harper et al., 2009), 

most of the initiatives have appeared since 

2000, but especially in the first three categories, 

many mature initiatives date back to the 1990s.

The municipal food system
Municipalities have not undertaken food policy 

work to feed themselves. Such opportunities 

are limited (see MacRae et al., 2010). Rather, 

they are trying to shift the dynamics amongst 

food system actors to improve environmental 

sustainability, health promotion, and economic 

development. Some of these efforts shift realities 

within the municipality, many help municipalities 

realize their multiple goals, and others have 

wider regional effects.

A municipal food system has many of the 

dimensions of a larger area (e.g., province or 

nation) but the proportions of actors, activities 

and processes are different. Although the 

municipalities studied here are highly diverse, 

typically, food producers are involved, but 

relatively few of them and mostly small-scale. 

Most farm input suppliers are small-town or rural. 

Canada’s large food processors and distributors 

usually locate in large urban areas, although small 

and medium-sized processing firms are dispersed 

across a range of locations. Many municipalities 

actively work to retain their food processors and 

distributors because of the important economic 

development activity they bring. 

Restaurants, work places, health care facilities, 

schools and institutes of higher learning are 

a large part of urban food systems and often 

equally significant for economic activity. 

Government agents and policy makers tend 

to be centralized in mid-sized and large 

communities, a change from the days in which 

they were based in smaller communities. Food 

system change activists also are largely urban. 

Given population shifts, consumers are now 

primarily urban and suburban, so municipalities 

need to provide many food system functions, 

such as planning, social development, economic 

development, environment, parks and recreation, 

and public health services that focus on food 
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safety and nutritional health. Municipalities are 

also engaged in the direct provision of food to 

students and to children in daycare, as well as to 

residents in shelters of long-term care.

What were the municipal drivers? 
For initiatives in Categories 1 to 3, there appears 

to have been at least one politically pressing 

local food problem (such as an increased 

reliance on food banks, health problems, or the 

loss of farmland) that stimulated initial interest. 

But given the kind of discussions that flow from 

multi-sectoral representation, the initiatives or 

groups came to recognize that one issue was 

connected to others in the food system. 

It may not matter whether the initiative is driven 

by economic or social/health/community 

objectives, although public health units have 

been the most important supporters of these 

efforts, followed by planning, social, and 

economic development units within municipal 

governments. What is more important is 

whether the impetus created by one unit attracts 

support from other government units. This 

requires at least one strong champion.

Equally important appears to be how the food 

agenda can be tied to other municipal mandates. 

Categories 1 to 3 in particular, food activity is 

directly correlated to provincial or municipal 

government mandates. These include British 

Columbia’s focus on healthy food; Vancouver’s 

commitment to sustainability, Toronto’s 

commitment to strong neighbourhoods, and 

commitments by other governments to address 

food insecurity. These commitments open up 

opportunities for civil society organizations to 

show governments how their action on food can 

help fulfil those other mandates. 

In Categories 4 to 6, food policy initiatives are 

linked to municipal policies that are sometimes 

less directly pertinent to food system change, 

although supportive municipal officials from 

public health, social development, and economic 

development may serve as members. In some 

cases, especially in British Columbia and 

Ontario, public health staff have been essential 

to what has emerged.

How do funding and budgets affect  
food initiatives?
Budget security can affect an organization’s 

ability to implement a range of initiatives. 

Initiatives that are not funded by government 

face the dilemma of how to finance their own 

core function at the same time that their wider 

network of actors and their projects are also 

precariously financed. 

Governments can spur the multiplier effect that 

comes from core financing of food initiatives. For 

example, between 1991 and 1998, the Toronto 

Food Policy Council, funded by the city at the rate 

of approximately $220,000 a year, helped raise 

more than $7 million dollars from other sources 

for community food projects. Since 2010, the 

Toronto Food Strategy has been able to attract 

funding from charitable foundations and the 

provincial government for multiple initiatives. The 

City of Vancouver has recently brokered a deal 

with the Vancouver Foundation to fund green 

initiatives, including projects that increase the 

supply of local food, in part inspired by the work 

of the Vancouver Food Policy Council. The City 

pays for one half of each new initiative and the 

foundation pays for the other half. 

Food projects can be complex, with many partners 

involved, and progress can be slow. In general, 

the longer an organization has been in existence, 

the greater its impact. Initiatives with fewer 

direct links to municipal government and more 

tenuous funding struggle more with effectiveness 

than those with more direct links and supports. 




