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Food Miles
How can a local diet help improve the sustainability of rural Nova Scotia? 

Wendy Elliot

Last year just 8.4 percent of dollars spent on food in this province was Nova Scotia grown produce. Fifteen years ago the percentage was 14.5 per cent. 

Why aren’t Nova Scotians buying local? Certainly awareness of the need to support the province’s farmers is growing, but the spending isn’t there. 


That fact is one reason why the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture (NSFA) launched its Food Miles Project on Aug. 8 at Noggins Corner Farm Market in Greenwich.


The federation is partnering with the Ecology Action Centre (EAC) for the next three years to find answers to common questions about our food supply. 


What distance does our food actually travel before we consume it and at what cost? What portion of our food dollar actually supports the local economy, asked project coordinator Marla MacLeod.  Other significant questions are: what are the social, economic, and environmental impacts of consuming a diet consisting of increasing amounts of imported food? How can a more local diet help improve the sustainability of rural Nova Scotia? 


The project, she explained, will examine the issues around these and other questions related to the food we consume—where it comes from and at what cost. 


Frazer Hunter, president of the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, called Nova Scotia the epitome of the land of milk and honey with the most diverse agricultural economy in Canada. 


He said when things are cheap people tend not to question them. That has been the case with our food supply for a long time now. With a food system that is largely based on cheap fossil fuels coupled with changing public opinion and attitudes about food safety and quality and the environmental sustainability of agriculture; people are increasingly questioning where their food comes from. 


“People are starting to show an increasing interest in locally produced food; not only because it could benefit Nova Scotia’s rural communities, but because we have such a diversity of fantastic foods grown right here,” says Jennifer Scott of the Ecology Action Centre. 


According to MacLeod, “we get a lot of good questions about the food supply that are difficult to answer without a proper research program.” 


In addition, the project will examine ways to make buying local food easier through the development of toolkits for institutions, organizations, restaurants and catering companies to assist with overcoming barriers to purchasing local food. 


MacLeod said she will also work with both public and private institutions and organizations to encourage local, sustainable food procurement policies.


Host Andrew Bishop, who is president of the N.S. Fruit Growers Association, joked that apple juice runs through his family’s veins. He said the fruit growers are looking at long term revitalization and increasing the amount of fruit sold locally. 


Kings County Warden Fred Whalen and Kings South MLA David Morse congratulated the federation and ecology action centre for their cooperative initiative. Morse said being able to crunch the environmental numbers would lead to evidence-based decision making by consumers.


Organic farmer Allan Stewart called for a summit on agriculture to try and engage consumers in food issues. The Hortonville farmer said he believes organic farmers have a covenant to their customers.


Eric Frank, who sells at the Wolfville Farmers’ Market, added that he is not encouraged by the behaviour of large retailers. 


“The message needs to be think about how and where you buy your food. Support farm markets where you can buy direct or farmers’ markets,” suggested Frank.

