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Working Together to Promote Local Food

By Marla MacLeod

Food and farming in Nova Scotia have been making headlines lately.  The provincial government is promoting local food with the Select Nova Scotia campaign.  In Kings County, council voted to reject a condominium proposal in favour of conserving farmland.  And the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture and the Ecology Action Centre announced the launch of the Food Miles project, an initiative that will examine the social, economic, and environmental impacts of a primarily imported diet compared to a more locally based diet.

As the Food Miles Project Coordinator at the Ecology Action Centre, I am getting more and more queries about eating locally and making sustainable food choices. Nova Scotians want to know where they can purchase local food and why there isn’t more of it around.  

Farmers’ markets are great places to look for local food.  There are 10 farmers’ markets that belong to the Farmers’ Markets of Nova Scotia Cooperative, plus a number of smaller farmers’ markets throughout the province. However, if you do not live near one of these farmers’ markets or if your schedule doesn’t allow for Saturday morning market shopping, there are other options.  There are farm markets and roadside stands, farmer co-ops that supply buying groups, and businesses that offer weekly food box deliveries.  You can also support restaurants and caterers that use local, ecologically produced food and encourage your other favourite restaurants to use these ingredients.

And what about the grocery store? It can be daunting to find the store manager and ask about the food.  But until the signage improves, it has to be done.  Start with an easy question: Where is this apple/ carrot/ egg/ pork chop produced?  Ideally, it’ll be from Nova Scotia or another Maritime province.  Ask what percentage of the food in the store is locally-sourced. 

Think about where, but also how, your food is grown.  This is the wonderful thing about buying directly from farmers – you can ask!  Some producers are ‘certified organic’, which is governed by strict production rules to reduce pollution and soil erosion, and producers must pass yearly third party verification inspections. Organic farmers do not use synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, intensive feedlots for livestock, or genetically modified organisms.  

Even if they are not organic, many farmers strive to reduce the environmental impacts of their farm and have Environmental Farm Plans in place.  An Environmental Farm Plan is a service offered by the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture at no cost to the farmer to help them identify environmental risks on their farms to identify other environmental considerations.  The Environmental Farm Plans can include everything from water use to farm waste management to the prevention of pests and other nuisances.  

So, ask questions and encourage store and restaurant managers to do the same.  How do you control pests? Are your animals free-range?  What kinds of fertilizers do you use?  Are there opportunities to visit your farm? How can I, as a consumer, support good farm stewardship?

Now, let’s talk about buying food on a large scale.  If we as a province really want to support local, ecological food production, the province’s institutions are going to have to get on board.  This includes schools, universities, jails, hospitals, nursing homes, and other large scale food purchasers.  Institutional markets can provide large, stable markets for producers, allowing them to invest in their farms.   

Some Canadian universities already have sustainable food procurement policies in place.  Mount Allison University in Sackville, NB launched their sustainable food policy in May 2006.   They are currently purchasing 30% locally produced food, with targets to increase the amount to 40% and then 50% over time.  The University of Toronto launched their sustainable food policy last September.  U of T works with Local Food Plus, a non-profit organization devoted to building local, ecological food systems by bringing together consumers and farmers.  They also are increasing the percentage of local, sustainable food over time.

It is important to phase in procurement policies incrementally, as there are concerns about demand outstripping supply.  Additionally, funding is needed to train and hire ‘matchmakers’, who are skilled in matching producers with institutions that are keen to purchase locally-grown food, but don’t have the time, contacts, or know-how to make it work.

Increasing market opportunities can help to make farming more viable, provided that farmers are getting fair prices for their products.  To build a sustainable food system for Nova Scotia, we need market opportunities and consumer demand.  We also need consumers and governments to develop and implement policies that support farmers and farmland.

Marla MacLeod is the Food Miles Project Coordinator at the Ecology Action Centre.  




