
A National Food Policy for Canada: Who’s cooking?
Food Secure Canada is a Canada-wide alliance 
of civil society organizations and individuals 
collaborating to advance dialogue and cooperation 
for policies and programs that improve food systems 
in Canada and globally.  Our work is based on three 
interlocking commitments: zero hunger, a sustainable 
food system, and healthy and safe food.

The rapid growth in the last decade of Food Secure 
Canada and similar organizations around the country 
attest to a widely emerging social consciousness 
about food. More and more Canadians have realized 
that the economic benefits of (relatively) inexpensive 
and plentiful food, and the technologies that foster it, 
have come with social and environmental costs.  As 
our distance from active farming and traditional foods 
has grown and we have become increasingly 
dependent on fewer and fewer 
sources of food, we have begun 
to question our loss of food 
sovereignty.    

We realize that our future 
depends on our ability to confront 
this reality and to devise creative, 
long-term solutions to ensure that 
the food system is healthy, fair 
and ecological. This means a 
shift from market-driven global 
supply chains to a more complex, regenerative, 
social and ecological web of relations. With two 
million Canadians affected by hunger, an epidemic of 
diet-related chronic diseases, ongoing crises in the 
fisheries, and a dire lack of young people taking up 
farming, our food system needs renewal.  Food 
Secure Canada has some solid ideas about how that 
should happen.

The great obstacle is simply this: the 
conviction that we cannot change because 
we are dependent on what is wrong.  But 
that is the addict’s excuse, and we know 
that it will not do.                 ~ Wendell Berry

Food Secure Canada spent nearly three years 
talking with 3,500 Canadians at kitchen tables in 
communities and via the internet and 
teleconferences, asking what they wanted in their 
food systems.  In 2011 we produced Resetting the 
Table: A People’s Food Policy for Canada, a rich 
collection of the ideas that were put forward, debated 
and agreed upon.  That report identified five key 
policy directions for rebuilding the food system:

1. Ensuring that food is eaten as close as possible 
to where it is produced

2. Supporting food providers in a widespread shift to 
ecological production in both urban and rural 
settings

3. Enacting a strong federal poverty elimination and 
prevention program with measurable targets and 
timelines

4. Creating a nationally funded Children and Food 
Strategy to ensure that all children at all times 
have access to the food required for healthy lives

5. Ensuring that the public, especially the most 
marginalized, are actively involved in decisions 
that affect the food system

We are not the only organization working on national 
food policy.  Also in 2011, the Canadian Federation of 

Agriculture published Towards a 
National Food Strategy and the 
Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute 
published Canada’s Agri-Food 
Destination: A New Strategic Approach.  
The Conference Board of Canada is 
currently working on a Canadian Food 
Strategy, supported by a group of 
private investors who are involved in 
Canada’s food system. 

Food Secure Canada is, however, the 
only group calling for a food policy in the context of 
food sovereignty, acknowledging links between 
health, hunger and sustainability, and including 
ordinary Canadians as our primary policy reference 
points. 

Since the publication of Resetting the Table, we have 
engaged many more Canadians in our work and 
have begun to talk to policy makers, notably federal 
Parliamentarians, about the priorities of the People’s 
Food Policy.   We have also been actively involved 
on the right to food, including working with the UN 
Special Rapporteur and supporting his 
recommendations for Canada. Food Secure Canada 
coordinates a number of national networks, including 
networks on children, local and sustainable food, and 
food insecurity in remote and Northern communities.

If we are to have a national food policy, government 
will need to pull it together. A fully representative 
policy process must include all sectors of Canadian 
society, especially those most vulnerable to food 
insecurity.
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A National Food Policy for Canada: Food Secure Canada’s ingredients

Food policies are decisions about food.  
Governments, through public policy, make some key 
food decisions on Canadians’ behalf.
National organizations working on food policy have 
produced much useful research.  Valuable 
connections have been made between agriculture, 
health and problems caused by poverty and poor 
access to good food.  All are concerned that 
agriculture and food businesses should prosper and 
that Canadians should have equitable access to 
safe, nutritious and affordable food.  All acknowledge 
the importance of addressing avoidable diet-related 
disease and animal- and food-borne illness.
Food Secure Canada, however, in its review of the 
Conference Board of Canada’s work on the 
Canadian Food Strategy, has a number of critical 
concerns, especially related to the way the 
Conference Board has so far framed its content and 
conducted its process.  The 
process claims to be inclusive but 
in fact is driven by a small group 
of investors. The survey fails to 
ask the most critical questions 
facing our food system, and its 
methodology is flawed.  
Some essential ingredients of a 
national food policy are missing 
from the Conference Board and 
other national food strategy 
discussions so far:
1. Key issues

✦ The causes and effects of climate change related 
to food systems’ use of fossil fuels

✦ Food scarcity being exploited for profit in capital 
markets

✦ Increasing concentration in the input, processing 
and retailing sectors and domination of food 
systems by fewer larger corporate entities 
(dangers include policy capture)

✦ Hunger at home: over 2 million Canadian are 
severely or moderately food insecure and over 
800,000 people use food banks every month

✦ Particularly high rates of hunger, malnutrition and 
diet-related chronic disease among aboriginal 
communities, especially in the north, as well as 
destruction of traditional indigenous food 
systems

✦ Canada’s responsibilities under international 
treaties and the Charter as they pertain to 
human rights, including migrant workers rights, 
and basic necessities of life

✦ The long-term viability of our agriculture and 
fisheries, in terms of ecological limits and 
sustainable livelihoods

2. Goal: optimal nourishment of the population in 
ways that are respectful, equitable and 
sustainable, economically and ecologically, for 
the foreseeable future.  

3. Prior and full consultation: all actors in the 
food system -- farmers, fishers, processors, 
wholesalers, retailers, regulators, different levels 
of government, dieticians and nutritionists, 
Indigenous organizations concerned with food, 
food bank workers, labour, academics and more 
–- engaged in policy development discussions 

from the outset (not after a small 
group has already identified policy 
direction and priorities).  
4.Model analysis: addressing the 
vulnerabilities and risks of our 
current economic model of food as 
a commodity.
5.Food focus: adopting a model 
of food as a public good that 
provides non-market as well as 
market benefits. 

6. Smart policy: tools and indicators to assess 
economic, social and environmental impacts of 
policy decisions.  These are needed to manage 
conflicts between goals and are critical to a 
focus on sustainability.

7. Implementation support: policy is not done 
until it is in operation, and working.  Food 
systems are complex and challenging to 
administer.  Cross-departmental structures are 
needed within government, and ongoing input 
from parties outside government, to guide and 
adapt national food policy as it evolves. 

8. Monitoring and reporting: government 
reporting publicly to all Canadians regarding 
progress on national food policy priorities.

Food Sovereignty
• focuses on food for people
• values food providers
• localizes food systems
• puts control locally
• builds knowledge and skills
• works with nature
• recognizes that food is sacred

For more information and to join Food Secure Canada:
www.foodsecurecanada.org    Tel: 514.271.7352    twitter: @foodsecureCAN




