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Abstract 

Like hunger, food banks are widespread and found in nearly every community across 

Canada. The food bank model is an insufficient response to hunger and ignores the root cause 

of food insecurity: income. There is an increasingly popular approach to food security through a 

community food program model that has the potential to reduce stigma, build community, and 

challenge class divides. The purpose of this research is to examine community fresh food 

programming performed in Ontario’s small- and medium-sized urban areas. This includes 

determining what organizations run programming, the extent to which they operate, and the 

impact of fresh food programs. To answer these questions,  I compiled a database of 

organizations, administered phone surveys for those who participated in fresh food 

programming, performed in-depth interviews with select organizations, and acted as a 

participant observer to community food programs through my position as a Mitacs intern in 

Prince Rupert, BC. There were four major findings from this research. First, place is elemental to 

food work. Organizations often respond to place-based needs, and perform relationship-

dependant, community-centred work at the local scale. Second, food can be used as a means to 

achieve other goals unrelated to food security and food insecurity, such as building food skills, 

bringing people together, building community, generating resiliency, breaking down barriers, 

building networks, increasing understanding of systemic issues, empowering people, and 

increasing civic engagement. Third, the actions of governments have a significant impact on the 

lives of people living in poverty and who are food insecure. Policy changes to social assistance 

and income are needed to eradicate food insecurity. Finally, food rescue is not a solution to 

either food waste nor food insecurity. Rather, food rescue is a resource drain for emergency 
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food services in terms of time, energy, and finances. Food rescue acts as an ‘in the meantime’ 

solution that neglects to address the systemic cause of either issue. This study seeks to 

contribute to the literature on changing community food models. It also aims to inform 

policymakers of the challenges and areas for improvement within the charitable food and 

community food program sectors. 
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Glossary
 

Affordable Food Market 
A farmers’ market-style set up targeted towards lower-income families. Food will often be 
available for free, a subsidized price, or wholesale price.  
 

Community Building 
“Activities, practices, and policies that support and foster positive connections among 
individuals, groups, organizations, neighborhoods, and geographic and functional communities” 
(Weil, 1996, p. 482).  
 

Community Food Security 
 “When all community residents obtain a safe, personally acceptable, nutritious diet through a 
sustainable food system that maximizes healthy choices, community self-reliance, and equal 
access for everyone” (Dietitians of Canada, 2007, p. 2). This framework looks beyond the 
household to food access, availability, and affordability to the community as a whole, including 
healthy and culturally appropriate foods (Niewolny, et al., 2017). Community food security is a 
social movement that focuses on long-term, systematic change through policies and practice 
(Dietitians of Canada, 2007; Niewolny et al., 2017). 
 

Community Garden 
Public or semi-public gardens on non-residential property. There are several different models of 
community garden. The most prominent models include allotment gardens, communal gardens, 
educational gardens, and gardens to supply food banks. 
 

Community Kitchens 
Community food programs where participants prepare food together and are often taught food 
skills such as cooking and budgeting (Loopstra, 2018). 
 

Food Bank 
Organizations that offer emergency charitable food aid, often in the form of non-perishable 
goods. The majority of food banks are donation-based operations, with some having a budget.  
 

Food Boxes 
A box of food that is purchased wholesale, divided up by volunteers and sold at wholesale price 
to people in the community. Fresh food boxes aim to increase affordability of fresh food for 
everyone in the community. Customers often pre-pay the first week of the month and receive 
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their boxes the third week of the month. This model is designed for people living on a fixed 
income to pay for food when they have the funds at the beginning of the month, then have 
access to food when they are most likely to face food insecurity. 
 

Food Distribution Centre 
They source and distribute food for the food banks and food programs in their region. They 
often have a history of being set up by food banks in a region.  
 

Food Hub 
In this context, food hubs are similar to food distribution centres in that they coordinate food 
resources, typically in the form of donated food, and distribute it to other local organizations or 
programs that tend to be smaller or have less capacity. Organizations needed to have high levels 
of physical capacity to act as food hubs.  
 

Food Insecurity  
“The inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints” (PROOF, 2018, para. 1). 
 

Food Rescue 
The collection and distribution of unsalable perishable and prepared foods to charitable 
organizations such as food banks (Kinach et al., 2019; Poppendieck, 1998). Food is rescued from 
a variety of sources including farms, greenhouses, grocery stores, bakeries, restaurants, and 
cafes. Food rescue is presented as a way to reduce food waste and food insecurity (Kinach et al., 
2019; Sönmez et al., 2015). 
 

Food Security  
“When all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” 
(FAO, 1996, “World Food Summit Plan of Action”, para. 1). 
 

Food Security Continuum  
A theoretical approach to working with food security and distributing resources to manage 
acute hunger while simultaneously working towards larger systemic change. The Food Security 
Continuum has three stages: emergency food, capacity building, and moving towards system 
change.  
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Food Waste 
Food that is unsold, uneaten, lost or wasted. Waste comes occurs due to over planting, labour 
shortages, food safety cares, cosmetic standard, over purchase of food, improper storage, 
neglect to consume leftovers, portion size struggle, etc. (Swinburne & Sandson, 2019). What is 
considered unavoidable food waste and edible food waste is often dependent on a number of 
things including culture, social norms, and individual preferences (Papargyropoulou et al., 
2014). Food waste is a capitalist problem that is built into the food system. 
 

Fresh Food 
Fresh food includes fresh produce, meats, dairy products, and breads. 
 

Fresh Food Organizations  
Organizations that seek to increase fresh food access and education (Tontisirin and 
Bhattacharjee 2008 in Poulos et al., 2019). 
 

Gleaning  
Gleaning is the harvest of crops after the commercial harvest, but farm donations and food 
rescue are sometimes classified as gleaning (Hoisington, Butkus, Garrett, & Beerman, 2001; 
Sönmez, Lee, Gómez, & Fan, 2015; Vitiello, Grisso, Whiteside, & Fischman, 2015). Participants or 
volunteers harvest from fruit trees in the community, or participate in a second harvest of a 
farmer’s fields that would otherwise be tilled under. Gleaning was carried out on city property, 
residential properties, and farms 
 

Neoliberalism 
An “emphasis on markets, minimal states, and individual choice as a means of ensuring 
economic and social well-being” and has led to both political and economic restructuring 
(Larner, 2009, p. 374). 
 

Place-based 
A bottom-up approach to development that emphasizes social participation and social 
infrastructure, and is critical when addressing challenges in local communities (Yan & 
Sutherland, 2019).   
 

Social Justice  
“The ways in which resources and power should be shared across society (Ross & Rosati, 2006, 
para.1). Social justice is primarily concerned with social equity. 
  



Chapter 1: Introduction 

In Canada, one in eight households faces food insecurity (PROOF, 2018), and over 1.1 

million Canadians access food banks every month (Food Banks Canada, 2019a). Since the 1980s, 

food banks have been the widespread response to food insecurity. Yet, after nearly forty years 

as the country’s primary model for responding to food insecurity, there is still no end in sight 

for food insecure families. Food banks have proven to be highly inadequate and ineffective at 

reducing food insecurity. Rather, they perpetuate inequality and the need for food aid. It is a 

system based on class divides: separating those that can volunteer and donate from those who 

passively receive.  

Many food bank supporters, especially individuals who work within the emergency food 

sector, are aware of the model’s shortfalls. As a result, there has been a gradual shift towards a 

more social justice-based approach (Smith-Carrier, Ross, Kirkham, & Pierce, 2017; Vitiello, 

Grisso, Whiteside, & Fischman, 2015). Communities are attempting to improve the short-term 

“in the meantime”1 solutions to hunger by gradually shifting away from the food bank model to 

a community food program model. Community food programs include a wide array of 

programming such as community kitchens, good food boxes, and community food centres that 

offer numerous services (Loopstra, 2018). These community fresh food programs have the 

capacity to break down barriers and challenge the passive recipient charitable food bank 

model, but also risk perpetuating that model and its class divisions.   

 
1 “In the meantime” solutions are often referred to as “band-aid” solutions. They are efforts to tackle a current 
pressing need, as opposed to addressing the root cause of the issue at hand (Cloke, May, & Williams, 2017). In terms 
of food insecurity, “in the meantime” solutions tend to be emergency food aid, such as soup kitchens or food banks. 
Whereas the long-term solution to food insecurity is typically agreed to be policy change to increase incomes and 
improve social assistance. 
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Through this research I seek to examine community fresh food programming in small- and 

medium-sized urban areas in Ontario. I entered my Master’s degree with the intention to 

examine farm food waste and the potential for its diversion into the emergency food sector to 

reduce waste and increase fresh food access. Delving into the topic I quickly realised the 

problematic nature of this charity-based “solution” to food insecurity, a theme that was later 

echoed by my participant organizations. Instead, I shifted to explore how organizations increase 

fresh food access and use food related programing within their communities.  

Ontario, and specifically, small- and medium-sized urban areas were selected as the study 

area for a number of reasons. First, due to its large population and its 11.9% food insecurity 

rate (PROOF, 2018) Ontario has the largest number of food insecure individuals in Canada, at 

approximately 1.6 million people. Not only that, but Ontario is my home and community. It is 

not only where I see food insecurity, but where I see organizations working within their 

communities to build food security and community. Within Ontario I chose to examine 

organizations in small- and medium-sized cities because they are understudied areas and 

understudied organizations. Organizations in larger urban centres, such as the Stop in Toronto 

have been examined before (see Lovkoe, 2006; Lovkoe, 2003), and are often regarded as 

examples and sources of inspiration by other organizations. Organizations in smaller 

communities, on the other hand, do not receive much attention despite their creative efforts to 

serve their communities.  

Even though the root cause of food insecurity is a lack of income, fresh food delivery and 

community programs were chosen over examining poverty reduction strategies because policy 

efforts have been covered extensively within existing literature (see Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Li, 
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Dachner, & Tarasuk, 2016; Tarasuk et al., 2019b). Food bank operations have also been 

prominently studied (see Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2012); however, community fresh food initiatives 

present a noticeable gap in research. Vitiello et al., (2015), one of the few studies in this area of 

research, explored agricultural activities performed by food banks around the United States, 

including gardening, gleaning, and connecting with farms. I sought to expand on this concept 

and include all community organizations participating in fresh food activities, such as 

agricultural activities, good food boxes, and affordable farmers markets.  

Because food and community are inherently place-based, a geographical lens was ideal 

when looking across Ontario to observe how communities approach fresh food access and 

community food security. As a geographical researcher, while living in Kingston I volunteered 

with one of these place-based organizations, Loving Spoonful, to gain insight into community 

food programs. Then, to understand community food projects on a deeper level, I participated 

in a Mitacs internship where I was able to develop and implement a community food project 

with the Nisga’a population in Prince Rupert, BC. These experiences and the conversations with 

organizations across the province have culminated in this thesis. 

This research was guided by a set of research questions and objectives. My research 

questions are as follows: 1) Who is running fresh food programs in Ontario’s small- and 

medium-sized urban areas?; 2) What fresh food services and programs are organizations 

providing? To what extent?, and ; 3) Why are organizations running fresh food programs? What 

are the effects of these programs? The following research objectives emerged from those 

questions: 1) Identify food banks and organizations that run fresh food programs (excluding 

meal programs) in Ontario’s small to medium-sized urban areas; 2) Determine the range of 
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activities and programs run by food banks and other organizations; 3) Examine the implications 

of fresh food access and fresh food programming at the organizational level, and; 4) Contribute 

to the existing literature on community food organizations and fresh food programming. 

 Chapter two of this thesis will provide context into food security and insecurity, the state of 

food insecurity in Canada and Ontario, the history of food banks, and some of the common 

debates surrounding the food bank model. Chapter three will first provide a review of the 

literature from the public health perspective, then explore food geography and localizing the 

food system. I will then discuss the policy responses to food insecurity and poverty followed by 

the charitable responses to food insecurity, primarily through food banks. The food bank model 

will be discussed and contrasted with community food security framework and the community 

food program model. Chapter four will state the research questions and objectives. Following 

that I will outline the research methods which include the following: constructing a database of 

all food banks and other food organizations within the study cities, administering phone surveys 

to organizations that claimed to participate in fresh food activities, and conducing semi-

structured interviews with select organizations to obtain a more in-depth understanding of 

their activities and impact on community. Chapter five will discuss the results of the research. It 

will examine statistics from the database and phone surveys, in addition to key themes that 

emerged during both the phone surveys and interviews, such as: community building and 

engagement, partnerships, food skills and education, funding, food waste, and place. Chapter 

six will discuss emergent themes in relation to the literature: food and place; food as a means 

to achieve other goals; income and policy; and food waste. Chapter seven will summarize and 
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conclude the research in addition to exploring the implications and ways forward within the 

policy and research spheres. 
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Chapter 2: Context 

Community-led fresh food non-profit programs in Ontario are a relatively recent 

phenomena.  Many of these programs emerged out of the original food bank model or in 

response to the food bank model. It is important to understand the context of what led to fresh 

food programs, as well as the emergency food system that persists in Canada today as the 

social safety net continues to fail. This section intends to provide a background on food 

insecurity in Canada, the history of food banks, and some of the debates surrounding food 

banks found in the literature. First, this chapter will define food security and insecurity, next it 

will outline the extent of food insecurity in Canada and Ontario, then discuss the history of 

widespread food bank initiatives, and finally, touch on the debates about food banks in the 

literature. 

Food Security and Insecurity 

In 1996 at the World Food Summit the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) defined 

food security as “when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, 

safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life” (FAO, 1996, “World Food Summit Plan of Action”, para. 1). The definition 

encompasses the access, availability, and affordability of culturally appropriate food (FAO, 

1996). It was during this World Food Summit that Canada adopted the FAO’s definition of food 

security and soon after began working on Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security (CAPFS) which 

was then published in 1998.  

By contrast, food insecurity is defined as “the inadequate or insecure access to food due to 

financial constraints” (PROOF, 2018, para. 1). Food insecurity is categorized into three different 
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levels of severity: 1) marginal food insecurity is when households begin to worry about running 

out of food due to a lack of money; 2) moderate food insecurity when the quality and/or 

quantity of food consumed is compromised; 3) severe food insecurity is when consumption 

patterns are disrupted and food intake is reduced, such as when meals are missed or in the 

most extreme cases people go without food for days (PROOF, 2018; Statistics Canada, 2015). 

State of Food Insecurity in Canada 

Food insecurity starts with anxiety about food supplies, then moves on to the depletion of 

food, then to the alteration of adult consumption patterns, and finally, to child hunger (Che & 

Chen, 2001). Some households are particularly vulnerable to food insecurity, such as 

households with children, lone-parent households headed by women, and households that rely 

on social assistance (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). One in every eight Canadian 

households is food insecure, amounting to approximately four million Canadians, 1.15 million of 

which are children (Che & Chen, 2001; PROOF, 2018; Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014). Rates 

of food insecurity in Canada have risen from 11.3% in 2007-2008 to 12.4% in 2011-2012 

(PROOF, 2018).  Not only that, but food bank use in Canada is rising at alarming rates. Food 

Banks Canada (2016) reported a 28 percent increase in the number of people receiving food 

from Canadian food banks between 2008 and 2016 and indicated that by 2016 all Canadian 

food banks were assisting 800,000 Canadians per month. By 2019, that number had risen to 1.1 

million visits per month (Food Banks Canada, 2019a).  

State of Food Insecurity in Ontario 

Given that my primary research is in Ontario, I will now turn to the state of food insecurity 

in Canada’s largest province. Due to Ontario’s large population, the 11.9% food insecurity rate 
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(PROOF, 2018) means that the province has the largest number of food insecure individuals in 

the country, at approximately 1.6 million2. While there is certainly a need for long-term poverty 

reduction strategies, such as a universal basic income, there is also a need for emergency food 

services to meet the immediate needs of those facing hunger. This is a task that is often left to 

food banks and other emergency food services.  

The History and Institutionalization of Food Banks 

In the 1980s there was a major shift in emergency food services in North America. 

Though emergency food services existed in the United States prior to the 1980s, it was during 

the financial recession of this decade that we saw a surge in the establishment of emergency 

food services (Poppendieck, 1999), in both the United States and Canada. This recession went 

hand-in-hand with a broader ideological turn towards neoliberal governance strategies that saw 

the erosion of the Keynesian welfare state and the general offloading and downloading of social 

services to individuals, families, and communities3. In the United States there was an 

intensification of factors that pushed people towards emergency food services including  

“unemployment and underemployment, excessive shelter costs, inadequate public assistance, 

and reduced food assistance” (Poppendieck, 1999, p. 82). These factors were brought to light 

 
2 However, the highest rates of food insecurity are in Canada’s North- Nunavut has a food insecurity rate of 46.8% 
(PROOF, 2018)- this is an issue that needs to be addressed. In the Arctic, food costs are more than double the cost 
of food in the country’s capital, Ottawa (Kenny, Fillion, MacLean, Wesche, & Chan, 2018). There is a federal retail 
subsidy program in place called Nutrition North Canada that started in 2012 with the intention to reduce the cost of 
nutritious, perishable food for northern communities (Galloway, 2017). The food subsidy lacks accountability and is 
not a sufficient control for food costs (Galloway, 2017). Policy needs to be improved to ensure food security in the 
North (Galloway, 2017).   
3 This remark is made not to get into a discussion on neoliberalism, but to acknowledge the trend that has led to the 
establishment of the food bank model. Neoliberalism refers “to a new emphasis on markets, minimal states, and 
individual choice as a means of ensuring economic and social well-being” and has led to both political and economic 
restructuring (Larner, 2009, p. 374). 
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by the rapidly increasing need and the reduction of government provided social services (Berg, 

2008; Poppendieck, 1999). At this time the idea that charitable initiatives could replace 

government assistance was distilled into the public (Berg, 2008). 

Similarly, in Canada, the first food bank opened in 1981 in Edmonton (Riches, 1986). By 

1984, 74 food banks had been established across the country, and another 19 organizations 

opened their doors the following year (Riches, 1986). The surge in food banks was a result of 

increased unemployment and the gap left by the shrinking social welfare system (Riches, 1986). 

The services provided by food banks were intended to be temporary; however, state 

restructuring and cuts to welfare left permanent gaps that emergency food services have 

attempted to fill for the last several decades (Poppendieck, 1999).  

For the past two decades food banks have also been on the rise in other countries such 

as the United Kingdom (Loopstra et al., 2015).  Loopstra et al. (2015) found that the increasing 

prevalence of food banks in the United Kingdom was related to the countries’ unemployment 

and austerity measures, such as financial cuts to welfare services. Food banks were more likely 

to emerge where larger welfare cuts were made (Loopstra et al., 2015). Trends are similar 

across countries, when social security measures are cut, food banks emerge in response. What 

was intended to be a temporary response, food banks have since become a permanent facet 

of society (Tarasuk, Dachner, Loopstra, 2014). 

In Canada, food banks have become undeniably institutionalized (Tarasuk & MacLean, 

1990). Signs of the institutionalization of food banks include: the creation of a national food 

bank organization, Food Banks Canada; the formalization of the food bank sector through 

linkages to the food industry; and the government’s dependency on food banks to act as a 
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safety net (Riches, 2002). Riches (2002) argues that the institutionalization of food banks has 

made them a permanent fixture that will be difficult to dismantle. 

Critiques of the Food Bank Model 

There is an ongoing discussion in the literature over the effectiveness of emergency 

food services. Research has found that food banks do not provide nutritionally adequate food 

(Kinach, Parizeau, & Fraser, 2019; Loopstra, 2018; Tarasuk & MacLean, 1990; Yan & Sutherland, 

2019). Loopstra & Tarasuk (2012) interviewed low-income families in Toronto and discovered 

that three-quarters of these households experienced food insecurity, while only 23 percent 

actually used a food bank. Those who used food banks had reached a severe or chronic level of 

food insecurity. This study led the authors to call into question the government’s reliance on 

charities to address food insecurity in Canada. Tarasuk, Dachner, & Loopstra (2014) came to a 

similar conclusion when they examined how people on social assistance rely on food banks. 

They found that 70 percent of households on social assistance were food insecure. These 

households make up over 50 percent of all food bank users. They argue that food banks provide 

an illusion that there is relief for the hungry, allowing governments to ignore the systemic 

causes of food insecurity and poverty. 

Tarasuk and Eakin (2003) take that point further by examining the operations of food 

banks through an ethnographic study of food banks in Ontario. They argue that food banks 

perpetuate inequality and the need for food aid. They found that although food banks are 

framed as hunger relief organizations, they are unable to alleviate hunger. Food banks’ reliance 

on donations generates a supply issue where clients are not provided with frequent enough 

access to meet their needs. Instead, food banks serve as a symbol of feeding those who are 
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hungry, an action which is disconnected from the real needs of food bank users, and renders 

“the unmet need invisible” (Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003, p. 1513).  

Household food insecurity is rooted in income insecurity (Collins, Power, & Little, 2014), 

a problem that food banks are not equipped, nor appropriate, to solve (Tarasuk & MacLean, 

1990).  Graham Riches (2002) argues that the very emergence of food banks indicates there has 

been a breakdown of the social safety net and government neglect of food security. 

Poppendieck’s (1999) argues the societal and governmental acceptance of the volunteer-reliant 

food bank system has been normalized while the systemic solutions to poverty remain 

unexamined. Through this food bank system hunger is perpetuated by funneling resources into 

emergency efforts rather than long-term solutions (Poppendieck, 1999). 

Dietitians of Canada (2005) recognizes the inadequacy of the food bank model and 

supports a social justice approach that addresses poverty by improving social security. There is 

a growing support and interest in alternative models that emphasize food justice, such as food-

based community organizations that provide fresh food programming including gardens, 

affordable markets, and cooking classes (Poulos, Golaszewski, Laska, & Pasch, 2019; Smith-

Carrier, Ross, Kirkham, & Pierce, 2017). 

To summarize this section, we defined both food security and food insecurity then 

examined the prevalence of food insecurity in Canada and Ontario. We learned about the rise 

of food banks but also their inadequacy in terms of providing healthy and reliable quantities of 

food for people who need it. Food banks are great at building community, but for the wrong 

people. Food banks make donors and volunteers feel good, but excludes food bank users, 
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leaving them stigmatized and vulnerable, while the root cause of food insecurity remains 

unexamined. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on food geography, specifically as it 

pertains to food insecurity within the context of Canada and Ontario. First, I will briefly 

summarize food insecurity through a public health lens then dive into a food geography 

perspective. Then I will examine Canada’s policy responses to food insecurity and poverty, 

including Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security (1998), Canada’s Food Policy, as well as social 

assistance policies. Following that I will explore the charitable food bank model, the community 

food security approach, and the shift towards community food programs. Next, I will touch on 

the literature pertaining to fresh food programming, specifically gardening and food rescue. 

Finally, I will highlight existing gaps in the literature. 

Food is complex, dynamic, and full of meaning (Belasco, 2008; Gregory, Johnston, Pratt, 

Watts, & Whatmore, 2010). Complexities emerge from food’s connection with health, 

agriculture, business, cooking, taste, etc. (Belasco, 2008).  Food is central to health and well-

being so much that, “food is the ultimate index of our capacity to care for ourselves and for 

others” (Morgan, 2010, p. 1852). Food is impossible to separate from culture, space, economy, 

and politics (Goodman, 2016). It has the power to bring people together, and the ability to 

divide people into categories (Tanaka, Indiano, Soley, & Mooney, 2015) because of its 

interconnectedness with identity (Belasco, 2008). Food choice is a negotiation of identity, 

convenience (i.e. price, availability, and ease of preparation), and consideration of responsibility 

(i.e. awareness of action, and the health effects in the long term/short term) (Belasco, 2008). 

Each product we consume holds these values, tensions, and complexities (Belasco, 2008).  
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Public Health 

The topic of food, and food insecurity, can be viewed through numerous lenses. One of the 

most predominant of these lenses is public health. Through this lens food insecurity is marked 

as a social determinant of health in high-income countries (Grenier & Wynn, 2018; Li et al., 

2016; Loopstra, 2018; Pollard & Booth, 2019; Swinburne, Sandson, & Levin, 2019; Tarasuk, 

Fafard St-Germain, Mitchell, 2019; Tarasuk et al., 2016). Food insecurity is a serious public 

health issue because peoples’ health is connected to their food security status (Gundersen, 

Tarasuk, Cheng, de Oliveira, & Kurdyak, 2018; Li et al., 2016; Tarasuk et al., 2016). Food 

insecurity increases risk of chronic conditions, mental illness, and nutritional vulnerability in 

adults, and poor mental and physical health in children (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Gundersen et 

al., 2018; Li et al., 2016; Loopstra, 2018; Grenier & Wynn, 2018; Statistics Canada, 2015; 

Swinburne et al., 2019; Tarasuk, Li, Dachner, & Mitchell, 2019; Tarasuk et al., 2016). Anderson 

(2013) points out that high rates of diet-related diseases act as an indicator that the right to 

healthy food is not being met. Chronic diseases are the leading causes of death globally and are 

a large cost on the health care system (Schermel et al., 2014). Higher mortality rates are also 

associated with food insecurity (Gundersen et al., 2018). This lens also draws a strong 

connection between food insecurity and health care costs (Tarasuk et al. 2015; Tarasuk et al., 

2019b). Because of the correlation between food insecurity and health care spending, the 

public health perspective advocates for increasing resources dedicated to food insecurity and 

poverty reduction, which is expected to reduce costs in health care spending by the province 

due to the negative impacts of food insecurity (Loopstra, 2018; Tarasuk et al., 2019a; Tarasuk et 

al., 2019b).  
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Food Geography 

In academia food has acted as a platform to study hunger, inequality, neoliberalism, 

corporate accountability, biotechnology, globalization, and ecological sustainability (Belasco, 

2008). Food geography is a relatively new sub-field that focuses on interconnected socio-spatial 

issues that connect to food including health, economic development policies, poverty, race, 

production, accessibility, etc. (Gatrell, Reid, & Ross, 2011). Food geography has become 

embedded within other geographical sub-fields and has become key to geographical questions 

surrounding health, environment, race and gender (Goodman, 2016). Geographical research on 

food has increased over the last two decades, and there are more people studying food now 

than ever before (Belasco, 2008; Hopma & Woods, 2014).  While food deserts have been a 

major topic in food geography, there is a push by food justice scholars to also examine food 

sovereignty and community food security (Del Casino, 2015).   

Food is geographic at its core and is intertwined with place-based culture (Grimes, 2006; 

Shanahan, 2002). Food geography examines various socio-spatial issues of inequality and 

difference (Del Casino, 2015).  Food insecurity is found across space from urban to rural, and 

from high-income countries to emerging economies (Del Casino, 2015). In high income 

countries the geography of food security revolves around financial access to nutritionally 

adequate food (Sonnino, 2016). Food insecurity is the result of uneven development, 

geopolitics, and insufficient incomes (Gregory et al., 2010).  The commodification of food and 

widening inequalities have resulted in food becoming unavailable to those who are hungry 

(Grimes, 2006; Sonnino, 2016). Globally when food prices rise, the poorest are impacted the 

most because they spend the largest portion of their income on food (Mahtaney, 2013). Food 
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prices doubled globally between 2005 and 2008, which sparked food riots and protests in 

several countries and added to political instability (Hopma & Woods, 2014). During the 2007-08 

financial crisis, cash-strained households would be forced to cut out healthy foods such as fruits, 

vegetables and lean proteins (Sonnino, 2016). Food security is both political and geographic 

(Hopma & Woods, 2014).  

Food security needs to be solved through various means at different scales (Hopma & 

Woods, 2014).  Approaching food and food insecurity from a geography standpoint puts place 

and community at the centre of the conversation. When it comes to constructing an urban food 

strategy, municipalities work to vertically integrate their initiatives and policies at higher scales, 

and also work to horizontally to integrate food strategies with other policies and sectors (i.e. 

climate change) (Sonnino, 2016).  Urban food strategies are highlighting the role of 

infrastructure and policy to improve food security and sustainability (Sonnino, 2016).  

Localizing Food Systems 

The localization of food systems has been a key part of food geography and food security 

discourse. Localization is a response to neoliberalism that gave birth to privatization and 

deregulation, resulting in increased inequality that has shaped place and community (Allen, 

2010b). Localization has been examined by both alternative food movements and social 

movements as a solution to the food system’s environmental, social, and economic issues 

(Allen, 2010b). Alternative food networks have actually emerged as a social movement (Gregory 

et al., 2010). These networks choose to be participatory and work on a human scale rather than 

solely on institutions and policies (Allen, 2010b), thus challenging the neoliberal food regime 

(Del Casino, 2015). There are also efforts to rebuild community food systems by teaching people 
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how to garden and care for soil (Allen, 2010a). In a community food system those invested and 

residing in a community are the people in control of growing and distributing food (Allen, 

2010a). Community food systems engage disenfranchised people while placing the community 

at the centre of “planning, development and execution of the food system” (Allen, 2010a, p. 

141).  

 Local food systems are often viewed as sustainable and socially just4 in comparison to 

larger scale food systems (Born & Purcell, 2006). However, local is a scale that is socially 

produced, and does not have inherent values or qualities, rather it is the actors and their 

agendas that result in outcomes such as social justice or sustainability (Born & Purcell, 2006).  

As Sonnino (2016) suggests, “The new geography of food security is creating space for the 

emergence of a new localism that does not have, in itself, the capacity to address problems 

that, in many cases, have emerged (and are experienced) at different scales” (Sonnino, 2016, p. 

197). The localization of food systems is unable to solve the problem of food insecurity. Rather, 

initiatives at the local level can offer important “in the meantime solutions” that have the 

potential to reduce stigma and build community. However, the provincial and national scales 

hold the capacity with which to address poverty and the systemic root causes of food. 

 

Policy Responses to Food Insecurity 

Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security 

After the FAO’s World Food Summit in 1996 many countries including Canada created an 

action plan for food security (Koc & Bas, 2012). The Canadian agri-food industry had a major 

 
4 Social justice is primarily concerned with social equity and is focused on “the ways in which resources and power 
should be shared across society (Ross, & Rosati, 2006, para.1). 
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role in the consultations for this policy (Koc & Bas, 2012). The resulting Canada’s Action Plan for 

Food Security 1998 (CAPFS) focused on food aid abroad and the global food trade and supply, 

while neglecting domestic food insecurity (Koc & Bas, 2012; Government of Canada, 2018). The 

document received little public reaction and was quickly forgotten by the government with little 

resulting action (Koc & Bas, 2012). 

Canada’s Food Policy 

Over the last five years the Government of Canada has developed a National Food Policy. In 

2017, nearly 45,000 Canadians shared their views through engagement sessions, an online 

survey, and a National Food Policy Summit in order to bring in perspectives from across sectors 

and throughout Canada (MacAulay, 2018). The Policy is intended to guide the food system in a 

healthier and more sustainable way so “all people in Canada are able to access a sufficient 

amount of safe, nutritious, and culturally diverse food… [and so that] Canada’s food system is 

resilient and innovative, sustains our environment and supports our economy” (Government of 

Canada, 2017, para. 8). The government is investing $134.4 million over the next five years in 

areas such as local food infrastructure, increasing pride and confidence in Canadian food locally 

and abroad, and food security support for Northern and Indigenous communities (Government 

of Canada, 2017).  

Food Banks Canada (2019b) made a statement that they support the Canadian Food Policy 

initiatives, but acknowledge that more needs to be done to reduce poverty in order to 

eliminate food bank use in the long run. They will also provide support for any of their 

membership food banks who apply for the infrastructure investment portion of the food policy 

that is aimed at providing infrastructure for the increased accessibility of nutritious foods (Food 
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Banks Canada, 2019c). The national food policy investments in food security are focused on 

improving infrastructure for existing “band-aid” solutions, rather than attempting to secure 

long-term food security through sufficient incomes. 

Social Assistance & Responses to Food Insecurity 

Food insecurity is a result of financial constraint and material deprivation (Gundersen et al., 

2018; Tarasuk et al., 2019a). Food insecurity is linked to income, housing, the economy, 

household composition, and the household’s main source of income (i.e. employment vs. social 

assistance) (Huisken, Orr, & Tarasuk, 2016; Pine & de Souza, 2013). Food insecurity is tied to 

income levels and investments in social security spending (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019).  Higher 

rates of food insecurity exist for households dependent on social assistance (Tarasuk et al., 

2014a), who are more than five times more likely to be food insecure compared to households 

with employment income (Tarasuk et al., 2019a). This indicates current social assistant 

programs are insufficient to meet peoples’ needs. On the other hand, households that were 

protected against food insecurity included households with higher incomes and households 

dependent on senior’s income (Tarasuk et al., 2019a).  

Wakefield, Fredrickson, & Brown (2014) argue that Canada presents itself as a land of plenty 

and a country positioned to ‘feed the world’, despite the persistence of food insecurity within 

the country. There are two main types of responses to food insecurity in wealthy countries: food 

aid and income support (Loopstra, 2018; Pollard & Booth, 2019). In the United States, the SNAP 

food stamp program has been reported to reduce food insecurity; however, Gundersen et al. 

(2017) were unable to conclude the impacts of a similar program in Canada, and cautioned that 

this sort of program could lead to cuts in income support for these families, which could impact 
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food insecurity in an unknown way. Loopstra, (2018) made the point that even though SNAP is 

associated with food insecurity reduction, its paternalistic nature decreases its effectiveness. 

Historically, Canada has sought to relieve economic hardship through various income transfer 

programs, rather than food stamp programs (Gundersen, Kreider, Pepper, Tarasuk, 2017).  

Canada’s response to food insecurity is highly fragmented on a policy level (Dietitians of 

Canada, 2007). Previous poverty reduction strategies have failed or lack ‘teeth’ (Smith-Carrier et 

al., 2017).  Issues of poverty and hunger are often framed as individual problems rather than 

structural, societal problems that need to be addressed by government and policy makers (Pine 

& de Souza, 2013). Brown and Tarasuk’s (2019) study showed that food insecurity is influenced 

by small economic changes and demonstrated that income transfers can effectively meet the 

needs of those living in poverty. In contrast, cuts to social welfare have led to rises in food 

insecurity and food bank use (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Loopstra et al., 2015; Loopstra, 2018).  

For food insecurity to be reduced it needs to be addressed by provincial, territorial, and 

federal governments (Li et al., 2016; Tarasuk et al., 2016).  There is an evident geographical 

pattern to food security that can be observed through the higher rates of food insecurity in the 

North and the Maritimes (Tarasuk et al., 2016). There are differences in food insecurity across 

provinces and territories that are not only reflective of macroeconomic conditions, but also 

differing social policies in each region, such as minimum wage and social assistance (Tarasuk et 

al., 2019a).  Both British Columbia and Newfoundland saw reductions in food insecurity after 

social welfare improvements (Tarasuk et al., 2019a). Social assistance is comprised of a mix of 

provincial and territorial income transfers (Li et al., 2016), such as the Ontario Child Benefit, the 

Canada Child Benefit, and British Columbia’s Rental Assistance Program and social assistance.  
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In Ontario, many of the direct food insecurity initiatives have been dedicated to 

strengthening food charity institutions (Tarasuk et al., 2019b). However, there are income 

benefit programs that are associated with poverty reduction initiatives, such as the Ontario 

Child Benefit (OCB), which is a key part of the poverty reduction initiative in Ontario (Tarasuk et 

al., 2019b). The OCB is intended to help parents with the cost of raising children (Government 

of Ontario, 2019), it is a non-taxable, benefit that is paid to families with lower incomes who 

have children under 18 years old (Tarasuk et al., 2019b). When first introduced, the OCB 

reduced the risk of food insecurity for eligible households, however one out of every four 

households in the program remained food insecure (Tarasuk et al., 2019b). The benefit was only 

a small increase in income and did not rise with inflation until 2015, at which point the raise was 

insufficient to keep up with inflation (Tarasuk et al., 2019b). As a result, the benefit did not 

affect the overall prevalence of food insecurity because the households eligible made up a 

relatively small proportion of food insecure households (Tarasuk et al., 2019b). 

There is also a child benefit at the national level called the Canada Child Benefit (CCB) that 

acts as a form of guaranteed income. The CCB is targeted at families who are most vulnerable to 

food insecurity (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019). According to Loopstra (2018) the CCB has reduced 

food insecurity by 25%.  The probability of child hunger decreased as the value of the 

household’s benefit increased (Loopstra, 2018). As long as the CCB continues to increase with 

inflation, the improvements in food insecurity for low-income families is likely to continue 

(Brown & Tarasuk, 2019). 

Li, Dachner, & Tarasuk (2016) looked at social assistance and the Rental Assistance Program 

(RAP) on food insecurity rates in BC. They found that an increase in social assistance led to a 



 22 

decline in food insecurity in moderately food insecure households; however, there was no 

reduction in severe food insecurity, indicating that households facing extreme levels of 

deprivation need more assistance than provided by an increase in social assistance (Li et al., 

2016). The RAP had no discernible impact on the food insecurity of renters (Li et al., 2016). The 

findings of Li et al. (2016) highlight the sensitive nature of the relationship between food 

insecurity and social assistance.  

Households that depend on social assistance rarely have other assets that could buffer 

against financial shocks (Li et al., 2016). Their high vulnerability means that even a one-time 

increase in social assistance can reduce food insecurity rates (Li et al., 2016). However, the 

impact of these social security improvements was not sufficient in buffering recipients from the 

economic downturn in 2008 (Li et al., 2016). This indicates the need for social policy to respond 

to economic hardship (Li et al., 2016). To be effective, social assistance efforts need to keep up 

with the rate of inflation and respond to economic downturns (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Li et al., 

2016; Tarasuk et al., 2019b). 

Governance plays a critical role as both the driver and solution to food security (Candel, 

2014 in Sonnino, Marsden, & Moragues-Faus, 2016). There is a need for improved income and 

more government involvement (Gundersen et al., 2018). There needs to be a shift in social 

policies in order to reduce food insecurity through investments in housing, childcare, health 

care, income security, etc. (Loopstra, 2018).  

Long Term Solutions 

Numerous academics have argued for a rights-based approach to food (Smith-Carrier et al., 

2017). Viewing food as a right, rather than a privilege changes the perspective on the causes 
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and solutions to food insecurity (Anderson, 2013). When food is a right, food security cannot be 

cut for the sake of a national budget (Anderson, 2013). A rights-based approach would address 

the systemic causes of food insecurity (Anderson, 2013; Pollard & Booth, 2019), and place 

governments as the guarantor of food security (Anderson, 2013; Sonnino et al., 2016). Through 

this approach food insecurity and poverty would be addressed and eliminated, through means 

such as instating a living minimum wage (Anderson, 2013). 

Similar to the rights-based approach, many academics support a guaranteed income, 

especially those conducting research in Canada. Already old-age pension in Canada acts as a 

guaranteed income that has been shown to protect against food insecurity (Emery, Fleisch, & 

McIntyre, 2013; Tarasuk et al., 2019a). With a guaranteed income, we can expect a reduction in 

poverty levels, decreased food insecurity, and improved health (Emery et al., 2013). Despite the 

common assumption, people on basic income do not work less; rather, they have greater trust 

in the government and society, improved health and wellbeing, and invest in job training and 

education (Forget, 2019).  To eradicate poverty and food insecurity in the long run social 

assistance needs to take a rights-based approach through a program such as universal basic 

income. 

Food Banks & The Charitable Food System 

 The social security system is undeniably broken and inadequate, leaving people hungry 

and without sufficient incomes. Countries with low public spending tend to have more food 

bank usage (Pollard & Booth, 2019). State cut banks on social welfare have resulted in food 

insecurity, and the charitable food system continually fills in the gaps left by the ‘shrinking state 

welfare system’ (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Loopstra et al., 2015; Loopstra, 2018; Yan & 



 24 

Sutherland, 2019). Demands for charitable food assistance have been increasing since the 

1980s (Tarasuk et al., 2019a). The government’s lack of involvement in food insecurity issues 

has brought forward civil society organizations (Pollard & Booth, 2019).  

  Volunteer-run emergency food services, such as food banks and soup kitchens, have 

emerged as ‘in the meantime’ solutions to feed people who are hungry (Cloke, May, & Williams, 

2017; Pollard & Booth, 2019). There is much tension and debate about ‘in the meantime’ 

solutions. Cloke, May and Williams (2017) argue that food banks operate as spaces of care to 

meet the everyday immediate needs of the hungry. Food banks also offer other services and 

programming to food bank users to replace the programs that have been cut from social welfare 

(Cloke et al., 2017). On the other hand, food banks are now a permanent fixture and the 

charitable sector has become an extension of a weak social security net (Pollard & Booth, 2019). 

The focus of food security discussions and efforts is on temporary assistance (Roggio, 2018), 

rather than the long-term eradication of poverty and hunger.  

 Food banks are a common response to food insecurity in high-income countries (Loopstra, 

2018). As discussed in the Context section above, the value of food banks are questioned in the 

literature. Charitable services are stigmatizing (Anderson, 2013; Loopstra, 2018; Meyer et al., 

2018; Pollard & Booth, 2019), ineffective and inadequate (Yan & Sutherland, 2019), 

institutionalized (Power, 2011; Riches, 2002; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Tarasuk et al., 2014a), 

unable to meet the dietary needs of people who are hungry (Anderson, 2013;  Loopstra, 2018; 

Yan & Sutherland, 2019), neglect the systemic causes of food insecurity (Anderson, 2013; Smith-

Carrier et al., 2017; Yan & Sutherland, 2019), have poor evaluation (Meyer et al., 2018), and 

reproduce inequality (Vitiello, Grisso, Whiteside, & Fischman, 2015). Food banks rely on 
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charitable donations (Tarasuk et al., 2014a), of both food and volunteer time (Loopstra, 2018). 

Ultimately, food banks are resource constrained (Loopstra, 2018). When food banks run 

additional programming they remain stunted due to limited finances and high volunteer 

turnover rates (Koc & Bas, 2012). This resource strain also forces food banks to reduce their 

quality of service when demand is high (Koc & Bas, 2012). They operate as a place for corporate 

dumping of unsellable food (Power, 2011). Yet, aside from other charitable sources such as 

emergency meal programs and food vouchers from religious organizations, there are few other 

resources available for those facing hunger, and social assistance is insufficient (Tarasuk et al., 

2014a). Smith-Carrier et al. (2017, p. 43) argue that the charitable food system is a “denial of 

people’s right to adequate food.” 

Warshawsky (2015) is critical of how neoliberal governance has transferred responsibility 

onto non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and how NGOs’ then romanticize local 

community and simultaneously depoliticize food. The charitable food system is not part of an 

organized political effort for food insecurity, rather they operate as a response in the absence of 

government policies (Dietitians of Canada, 2007). By focusing our resources (including research, 

funding, and volunteer time) on the symptoms of food insecurity through emergency aid it 

takes the pressure off of society and government to change the system and address the 

determinants of food insecurity (Anderson, 2013; Pollard & Booth, 2019; Roggio, 2018). Rather, 

it acts as a mechanism that depoliticizes the systemic causes of food insecurity (Smith-Carrier et 

al., 2017; Yan & Sutherland, 2019). Emergency food creates the illusion that people are being 

fed, while simultaneously making their needs invisible and acting as a symbol rather than a real 

solution (Roggio, 2018; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003).  



 26 

Community Food Security  

There is a movement towards a community food security approach. Community food 

security “exists when all community residents obtain a safe, personally acceptable, nutritious 

diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes healthy choices, community self-

reliance, and equal access for everyone” (Dietitians of Canada, 2007, p. 2).  Food security efforts 

have focused on emergency, short-term relief through organizations such as food banks and 

soup kitchens, whereas community food security initiatives focus on long-term, systematic 

change (Dietitians of Canada, 2007). Food security issues at the individual and household levels 

are a part of the larger food system and ecology (Dietitians of Canada, 2007). Through this lens 

local community is the scale at which adequate and nutritious food should be ensured (Gregory 

et al., 2010). Community food security is “embedded in local needs, people, and places” 

(Niewolny, Schroeder-Moreno, Mason, Mcwhirt, & Clark, 2017, p. 2). This framework looks 

beyond the household to food access, availability, and affordability to the community as a 

whole, including healthy and culturally appropriate foods5 (Niewolny, et al., 2017). 

Community food security is a social movement that seeks to address food access through 

politics and practice (Niewolny et al., 2017). This movement is closely connected to grassroots 

efforts and it intersects with food movements such as food sovereignty and food justice, and 

other areas such as health and nutrition, planning, environment, sustainability, agriculture, etc. 

 
5 Culturally appropriate food is especially important for Indigenous and immigrant communities. Indigenous groups 
have higher rates of food insecurity and are more vulnerable to food insecurity (Power, 2008; Tarasuk et al., 2019a). 
When looking at Aboriginal food insecurity, both the market system and traditional system needs to be considered 
(Power, 2008). On the other hand, immigrants also have higher household food insecurity than non-immigrants and 
face barriers to accessing food such as cost, quality, and availability (Moffat, Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017). Food is 
interconnected with identity and comfort, and when foods are unavailable, it can cause issues with identity, 
isolation, and anxiety (Moffat et al., 2017). Moffat et al. (2017) suggest community food programs could tailor to 
immigrant clientele to offer (i.e. Halal food; offering cooking classes for healthy Canadian meals). 
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(Niewolny et al., 2017). It also highlights the complexity of the food system (Niewolny, et al., 

2017). Community food security emphasizes systemic change and working with a variety of 

actors to create a “healthy, just, and sustainable food system” (Dietitians of Canada, 2007, p. 2). 

It works to achieve numerous health and community goals including meeting the food and 

nutrition needs of everyone; strengthening the local food system; building community self-

reliance; changing policies to support community food security; creating change through 

capacity building, education and empowerment; and advocating for social equity policies 

(Dietitians of Canada, 2007). Community food security emphasizes the environmental health 

and the stewardship of resources such as land, air and water through local food systems 

(Dietitians of Canada, 2007). 

Changing Models & Community Food Programs 

 Many food bank supporters are aware of the debates surrounding food banks, and as a 

result there has been a gradual shift away from the traditional food bank model to a more 

social justice-based approach (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017; Vitiello et al., 2015). Community food 

programs have emerged as a result of the limitations of food banks (Loopstra, 2018). In the last 

two decades there has been an increase in the number of community food projects and food-

based community organizations focused on addressing food insecurity (Poulos et al., 2019; 

Tanaka et al., 2015). Food-based community organizations seek to increase fresh food access 

and education, focusing primarily on gardens, cooking classes, and farmers’ markets (Poulos et 

al., 2019).   

The term ‘community food programs’ is used as an “umbrella term for local initiatives of 

varying scales and complexities, including networks, hubs, farmers’ markets, community 



 28 

shared/supported agriculture groups, community gardens, food boxes, educational campaigns” 

(Mount et al., 2013, p. 214), and community kitchens (Loopstra, 2018). They can act as a means 

to enhance food banks or as an alternative way to provide free or affordable food to people 

(Loopstra, 2018). This is a fragmented movement to improve access to healthy, culturally 

appropriate foods (Tanaka et al., 2015). There are generally two types of organizations in this 

movement: those that focus on emergency food aid for community members on low-income, 

and those that focus on healthy lifestyles for all community members which tend to attract 

“economically privileged customers” (Tanaka et al., 2015, p. 99). 

Community-based food justice organizations perform community-centred work (Porter, 

2018b). These organizations focus their work around connecting people and organizations 

within the community, promoting the local community-based food system, and putting their 

community at the centre of their activities (Porter, 2018b). Food-based community 

organizations have positive impacts on community health, such as decreased chronic disease 

including cardiovascular disease and obesity (Poulos et al., 2019).  

The shift towards community food programs has been focused on ensuring dignity and 

increasing fresh food access, which often manifests through programming and initiatives such 

as community kitchens, community gardens, affordable food markets, food education and skill 

building, community engagement, advocacy initiatives, gleaning, connecting with local farms, 

and new food bank models (Loopstra, 2018; Pine & de Souza, 2013; Smith-Carrier et al., 2017; 

Tanaka et al., 2015; Vitiello et al., 2015). Organizations and their volunteers are aiming to 

change the relationship with their patrons and to encourage healthy lifestyles (Vitiello et al., 

2015). 



 29 

The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto is often looked to as an alternative, more 

sustainable, and socially-just approach to the standard food bank model (Levkoe, 2003). The 

Stop started as a food bank and incorporated food programming including gardening, cooking 

classes, nutrition classes, civic engagement projects, and advocacy efforts (Saul & Curtis, 2013). 

It is built as a larger community centre that works on a wide range of strategies from emergency 

food to skill building to advocacy (Levkoe, 2003). They are viewed as one of the front runners 

for the changing model that promotes active community participation over passive charitable 

stigmatization (Saul & Curtis, 2013). The Stop views itself as a “necessary in the meantime 

emergency response” (Saul & Curtis, 2013). 

Vitiello et al. (2015) studied food banks participating in agricultural activities in the 

United States, including gleaning, gardening, and connecting with farms. They found that food 

banks want to diversify the foods available to their users to promote healthier diets (Vitiello et 

al., 2015). These practices allow food banks to provide a wider variety of foods, more nutritious 

options, contribute to community food security, and to build capacity while developing 

community (Vitiello et al., 2015). Gleaning and gardening programs especially work to build 

both individual and community capacity to meet their food requirements (Vitiello et al., 2015). 

These agricultural activities have been found to expand the organizations’ “roles in building 

community food security and promoting food justice, especially through programs that invest in 

building poor people’s capacity to garden and farm (and cook) themselves” (Vitiello et al., 2015, 

p. 420).  However, depending on how programs are run, they can either reinforce the existing 

problematic structure of volunteer-based emergency food relief, or in fewer circumstances, can 

challenge the dominant food aid model through capacity building (Vitiello et al., 2015). Not only 
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that, but in most cases of food bank programs, only a portion of users receive fresh fruits and 

vegetables (Vitiello et al., 2015). 

The study conducted by Smith-Carrier et al. (2017) found participants did not use 

community-based food programs such as community gardens, farmers’ markets, and 

community kitchens due to a lack of time, cost and accessibility. As Loopstra (2018) pointed out, 

people also may not feel the need to participate in programs. This is also a similar finding by 

Loopstra and Tarasuk (2012), and Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk (2010) who found that there were 

relatively low participation rates in community food programs by their participants with low 

incomes (in Smith-Carrier et al., 2017).  

Community-based initiatives have a limited capacity for these programs and there is a lack 

of evidence in their effectiveness at improving access to food (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017). Some 

researchers have criticized community food programs arguing that they take attention and 

resources away from income and poverty as the root cause of food insecurity (Loopstra, 2018). 

Smith-Carrier et al., (2017) also argues that these programs, similar to food banks, do not 

address the root causes of food insecurity. However, community food programs are not 

necessarily trying to address the root causes of food insecurity, but they are able to act as a 

safety-net and provide services to communities (Ford et al., 2013). Programs have been shown 

to have an impact on participants, but not necessarily on food insecurity (Loopstra, 2018).   

It should be noted that not every food bank or organization has the capacity to run fresh 

food programs (Vitiello et al., 2015). Many organizations experience resource constraints when 

attempting to provide resources and services to the populations they are serving (Slater, Qadar, 

& Bewza, 2015). Organizations face resource constraints and work under precarious funding 
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models, making them “vulnerable to appropriation by neoliberal agendas” (Coulson & Sonnino, 

2019, p. 177). Granting creates an arena where community organizations must compete for 

funding while simultaneously taking on the responsibility of “addressing food insecurity in their 

communities” (Tanaka et al., 2015, p. 107). Funding, particularly government funding, plays a 

fundamental role in shaping community food security movements (Tanaka et al., 2015). Funding 

and grants have a large impact on what community food projects are adopted. Popular and 

relatively well-funded community food programs include gardens and food rescue.  

Gardens 

Gardens have emerged as a popular food security initiative and are now widespread 

community food organizations. Both community gardening and home gardening have been 

increasing in popularity (Porter, 2018a). Community gardens not only act as a way to access 

fresh fruits and vegetables, they are also sites for community building, civic engagement, and 

social wellbeing (Poulos et al., 2019). Gardening programming may also include grow-a-row 

programs that encourage gardeners to donate a portion of their harvest to food charity (Vitiello 

et al., 2015). 

In the context of food banks and other community food organizations, gardening tends to 

complement other food distributed by food banks, but is unable to replace the non-perishable 

foods that dominate the food bank system (Vitiello et al., 2015). Gardens have the ability to 

supply fresh fruits and vegetables for a few months of the year when other food bank resources 

are low (Saul & Curtis, 2013). Gardens also have the ability to build community through 

engagement, develop skills, provide opportunity, and to act as spaces for advocacy (Saul & 

Curtis, 2013). There is a growing area of research that indicates gardening can play a role in 
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reducing food insecurity; improve mental health; promote health through increased intake of 

fresh produce and physical activity; support communities and encourage active citizenship; 

increase social capital; and act as sites for people to share and exchange harvest, labour, and 

knowledge (Porter, 2018a). In a small study, Krebs-Moberg & Ormsby (2019), found that 

community gardeners who participated in programming felt pride, and positive physical and 

mental health benefits (Krebs-Moberg & Ormsby, 2019). In schools, gardens are associated with 

improved dietary intake, food literacy, and a reduced risk of obesity in children (Davis et al., 

2016, 2011; Gibbs et al. 2013 in Poulos et al., 2019).  Gardens also serve as a site for recreation 

and enjoyment (Krebs-Moberg & Ormsby, 2019; Porter, 2018a). However, time and access to 

land is a huge barrier to gardening for those who are food insecure (Vitiello et al., 2014). 

Food Rescue 

Food rescue is an increasingly popular initiative among organizations as a way to increase 

the supply of fresh food in food banks. Food rescue is the collection of food that would 

otherwise not be consumed, and the distribution of that food to organizations such as food 

banks (Kinach et al., 2019). Food banks are donation-dependant and regularly face supply 

challenges of either having too much, or more often, too little (Kinach et al., 2019). Food rescue 

is presented as a way to reduce food waste and food insecurity (Kinach et al., 2019; Sönmez et 

al., 2015), and as an opportunity for corporations to avoid disposal fees and for organizations to 

obtain fresh food (Kinach et al., 2019; Lee, Sönmez, Gómez, & Fan, 2017; Saul & Curtis, 2013).  

There are numerous examples of community members working to divert food waste in 

order to address food insecurity in their communities (such as Grenier & Wynn, 2018). There 

are non-profits being created to ‘rescue’ either blemished or near end of shelf life food, and 
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online platforms have been built to connect donors to recipients (Sewald, Kuo, & Dansky, 2018). 

It is widely accepted that surplus food is donated to alleviate hunger, however, this is neither a 

long-term solution for hunger, nor addresses the root causes of either food waste or food 

insecurity (Kinach et al., 2019; Warshawsky, 2015). The food bank system is merely a ‘politically 

correct’ means to dispose of food waste (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017).  

Non-profits working in the area of food waste often run food rescue operations that depend 

on an overabundance of food (Warshawsky, 2015). Corporate food waste is unable to provide 

sufficient quantities or nutritionally adequate quantities of food to people who are food 

insecure (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017). There is a stigma associated with emergency food, and 

redistributing surplus food that would otherwise be wasted “does not promote the dignity that 

is required to fulfil the human right to food” (Kinach et al., 2019, p. 3).  

Gaps in Research 

There is extensive research on food banks and the inadequacy of the food bank model, 

however food banks and community organizations are branching out and offering other services 

as well as diversifying into fresh food programs. There is little research on this gradual shift to a 

community food security-focused model that emphasizes community food systems and access 

to fresh food, while holding the potential to challenge class divides.  Some research exists on 

community gardens, less on gleaning programs, and the area of food rescue is a growing area of 

interest for academics. There remains to be little examination of these programs in relation to 

food banks and a shift towards a new model. These gaps in the literature around fresh food 

programming have led me to seek out what organizations run fresh food programming, to 
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determine the range of activities run by these organizations, and to examine the implications of 

community food programs at an organisational level. 

In this chapter we reviewed the literature on food geography. We then examined the highly 

fragmented policy responses to poverty and food security that vary according to region. 

Because the systemic cause of food insecurity is income, it is evident that only improvements in 

income levels through improved social assistance, wages, an/or a basic income will adequately 

reduce food insecurity rates. The food bank model has offered an “in the meantime solution” to 

food insecurity, however it is inadequate, problematic, and perpetuates class divides. There is a 

new community food model that has started to emerge in response to the issues surrounding 

the food bank model. This new model incorporates fresh food into programming, such as 

gardening or rescuing perishable foods from becoming waste. This thesis seeks to explore the 

gaps in research when it comes to this shifting model. 
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Chapter 4: Methods 

 We now turn to the methods section of this thesis. The purpose of this chapter is to state 

the research problem and questions, and to outline the research methods. First, I will define my 

research sample, then state my research problem and the questions that subsequentially 

emerged. Next, I will discuss the methods used to answer the research questions which include 

constructing a database, administering phone surveys, and conducting semi-structured 

interviews. Finally, I will explain my experience as a participant observer through a Mitacs 

internship where I developed and carried out a community food project in Prince Rupert, BC. 

Research Problem & Research Questions  

 Community food programs are generally understudied, with the exception of Farmers' 

Markets and Community Supported Agriculture which academics have reviewed quite 

rigorously over the last decade (Bedore, 2018b). What we do know of other community food 

programs is that locally focused organizations are participating in a wide array of fresh food 

programming and activities. This research aims to examine these fresh food programs through 

compiling a database of organizations, recording the extent of food programming, and speaking 

with organizations to understand the purpose, challenges, and strengths of their programs. 

 Community food programs included in this study are fresh food programs that in one way 

or another aim to increase fresh food access to a community. These programs include gardens, 

gleaning, food boxes, affordable food markets, and food rescue. This study focuses on small- to 

medium-sized urban centres with populations ranging from 30,000 to 300,000. Although 

medium-sized cities are often defined as having populations of 50,000-500,000 (Seasons, 2005), 

I capped my study’s population range at 300,000 to remove some of the larger Greater Toronto 
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Area cities and large regional hubs. This population range includes centres, and organizations, 

that tend to be overlooked in academia (Seasons, 2005). Within these cities I sought out 

organizations that run community fresh food programming. To maintain the focus on fresh food 

access, meal-based programming, such as soup kitchens or community kitchens, is excluded 

from this research.  

My research has guided me to three key research questions that have led to four main 

objectives. The research questions are as follows:  

1) Who is running fresh food programs in Ontario’s small- and medium-sized urban 

areas? 

2) What fresh food services and programs are organizations providing, and to what 

extent? 

3) Why are organizations running fresh food programs and what are the effects of 

these programs? 

The corresponding research objectives are as follows: 

1) Identify food banks and organizations that run fresh food programs in Ontario’s 

small to medium-sized urban areas. 

2) Determine the range of activities and programs run by food banks and other 

organizations. 

3) Examine the implications of fresh food access and fresh food programming at the 

organizational level. 

4) Contribute to existing literature. 
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Methods 

 Mixed methods were used to answer the research questions above (see figure 1). Mixed 

methods offered the quantitative breadth to answer the first two research questions while 

allowing for the qualitative depth of understanding required to answer the third research 

question.  Plano Clark and Ivankova (2016) discuss the conceptual strengths of mixed methods, 

identifying two of the numerous benefits of mix methods as complementarity and development. 

To expand on those concepts, mixed methods are often used to complement one another and 

gain a ‘more complete picture’ of the research (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). Development 

allows one method to shape proceeding methods (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). In my 

research, the methods I used complemented one another and were used to develop how the 

proceeding method was carried out. For instance, the phone surveys informed what topics were 

pertinent to discuss in the semi-structured interviews. As such, I chose an explanatory 

sequential design, described by Watkins and Gioia (2015, p. 30) as a research design where the 

“quantitative results shape the qualitative research questions, sampling and data collection.” 

This research design allowed me to explore the ideas that emerged from the quantitative data 

through qualitative methods. 

 Objective Corresponding Method 
1 Identify food banks and food-based 

organizations in Ontario’s small to medium-
sized urban areas. 

Constructed a database of Ontario’s urban-based 
emergency food, food justice organizations, and 
other organizations carrying out fresh food 
programming. 

2 Determine the range of activities and 
programs run by food banks and other food 
organizations. 

Collected organizational statistics through phone 
surveys. 

3 Examine the implications of fresh food access 
and fresh food programming at the 
organizational level. 

Conducted semi-structured interviews to gain a 
more in-depth understanding of how fresh food 
programs are carried out within organizations. 

Figure 1: Research Objectives and Methods 
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 My research methods were broken down into three phases. The first phase was 

designed to meet my first objective of creating a database of all of Ontario's food-based 

organizations within the sampled urban areas. Online resources such as Healthline, community 

resources (put out by city or umbrella organizations), 211 Ontario, or using a search engine to 

type in key words alongside each city name. Keywords included “good food box”, “community 

garden”, “(affordable/free) food market “, “gleaning”, “grow-a-row”, “food rescue”, “food 

bank”, “food hub” “food organization” “food security”, “community food organization”, etc. 

These search engine results led me to develop a comprehensive database of all of Ontario's 

food-based organizations within the study cities. This process included collecting each 

organization’s name, available contact information (including address, phone number, email, 

and webpage), noting if they had fresh food programming, and applying one or more codes to 

the organization (such as “food bank”, “community garden”, “food rescue”, etc.) to categorize 

their activities of interest. The database then acted as a sampling frame, or a list of the relevant 

organizations in the population (McGuirk & O’Neill, 2016), for phase two and three. By the end 

of data collection, 64 of 73 (or 87.7%) of fresh food organizations (not including organizations 

that strictly ran community gardens) in the study sample participated in this research either 

through surveys or interviews. 

 As suggested by both McGuirk and O’Neill (2016) and Winchester and Rofe (2016), 

surveys are often used as part of mixed methods to obtain a more general perspective. I used 

surveys in the second phase of my research in order to establish an understanding of 

organizations and to determine the range of activities and programs they run. I phone surveyed 

the organizations that were identified as running fresh food programming. Phone surveys were 
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selected for a number of reasons including their low cost, convenience, high response rate, and 

most importantly, to allow dialogue between the participant and myself (McGuirk & O’Neill, 

2016). However, as McGuirk and O’Neill (2016) suggest, the phone surveys were kept under half 

an hour, the length of time which people are willing to speak over the phone.   

 Purposive sampling was used to select organizations that indicated through social media 

or their websites that they participate in fresh food activities. I phone surveyed 59 of 73 (80.8%) 

identified fresh food organizations. Of those 59 organizations, 9 of them spontaneously turned 

into interviews as the respondents shared information about their challenges, concerns, 

strengths as organizations, etc., allowing their data to be analyzed as both survey data and 

interview data. While the other interviewees consented to the use of their names in this 

research, these organizations will remain anonymized for ethical and consensual reasons. The 

majority of organizations responded via phone, however, some responded via e-mail, as per 

their request when I phoned. Despite the structure of the phone survey, many participants 

expanded upon their answers and shared key issues their organizations were facing. 

Throughout this process, note taking was used to capture any additional information. SPSS 

software was used to analyze the survey question responses. Nvivo software was then used to 

code and identify themes that emerged during the phone surveys. These themes informed the 

interview questions asked during the next phase of data collection.   

 Interviews were selected as a method because of their ability to draw out information 

about experiences and opinions (Dunn, 2016). The interview process was used to gain a more 

in-depth understanding of how fresh food programs are carried out within organizations and 

the impact the programs may have on participants and the community. Semi-structured 
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interviews were conducted, which allowed for flexibility to focus not only on the questions 

outlined in my interview guide, but to also ask follow-up questions and pursue other relevant 

themes (Dunn, 2016; Kvale, 2007). Overall, five organizations participated in in-depth phone 

interviews, and 9 surveyed organizations led to interviews (PS3, PS19, PS21, PS27, PS33, PS39, 

PS42, PS45, PS57), totalling 14 interviewed organizations (see figure 2).  

  The five interviews were audio-

recorded and transcribed. Latent 

content analysis was performed through 

the use of coding, a process described 

by Dunn (2016, p. 175) as a form of 

analysis that requires one to determine 

the “the underlying meanings of what 

was said” during the interview.  Four of the five locations selected for in-depth interviewing 

were chosen geographically to ensure organizations were represented from Northern, Central, 

Southern, and Eastern Ontario. They were also selected because of their categorization as a 

“creative food organization”, a term I applied to organizations that ran fresh food programming 

beyond gardening. Finally, the OAFB6 was selected to provide context for food bank operations, 

because food banks are an important subset of organizations participating in fresh food 

programming.  

 
6 In early 2019 the Ontario Association of Food Banks (OAFB) became Feed Ontario. This thesis will refer to the 
organization as OAFB because this research was conducted prior to their rebrand. 
 

Figure 2: Phone Surveys and Interviews 
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 In addition to data collection, grey literature was examined and used in conjunction with 

interview responses. There are many varied definitions of grey literature. Grey literature is 

considered “that which is produced on all levels of government, academics, business and 

industry in print and electronic formats, but which is not controlled by commercial publishers” 

(Paez, 2017, p. 233). Grey literature is diverse and comes in a number of forms (Adams, Smart & 

Huff, 2017). Examples of grey literature include magazine articles, academic dissertations, 

reports (government, committee, consultant reports, etc.), ongoing research, book chapters, 

conference proceedings and abstracts, trade press articles, newsletter, blogs, (Mahood, Van 

Eerd & Irvin, 2014; Paez, 2017). Grey literature can be produced by non-profit organizations, 

governments, governmental agencies, private companies, freelance individuals, etc. (Corlett, 

2011). 

 Numerous sources discuss the appropriateness as well as the complexities of using grey 

literature as part of academic literature and systematic reviews (Conn, Valentine, Cooper, & 

Rantz, 2003; Mering, 2018). Grey literature has been cited as having the ability to complement 

and support academic literature and fill in gaps left by peer-reviewed sources (Adams et al., 

2017; Mahood et al., 2014; Paez, 2017). It is becoming more widely accepted to use grey 

literature as evidence in academic writings and reviews, especially as it brings relevant voices 

and experience into academic conversations (Adams et al., 2017). Including grey literature into 

research often gives way to important contextual information and allows for a more 

comprehensive review (Benzies, Premji, Hayden & Seerett, 2006). 

 Adams, Smart and Huff (2017) mention that grey literature is ahead of peer-reviewed 

research in some cases. In my research, grey literature was examined to gain more information 
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on food insecurity trends in Canada, information about food insecurity work, the operations of 

organizations, and emerging debates and ideas on food rescue. For instance, there are concepts 

being discussed within academic and food security circles- through conferences, webinars, and 

other online materials produced by organizations- that have yet to be formally published. 

Participant Observation & Project Coordination 

After data collection was finished, I participated in a Mitacs Accelerate internship with 

Ecotrust Canada’s North Coast Innovation Lab in partnership with the Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a 

Society in Prince Rupert, British Colombia. For eight months I acted as the Food Security Project 

Coordinator, developing and implementing a fresh food project for the Nisga’a Society (see: 

Randall, 2019; Sage, 2019; Lough, 2019). 

 Mitacs is a Canadian non-profit organization dedicated to designing and delivering 

training and research programs by working with universities, companies, and different levels of 

government across Canada to build partnerships that will support research-based innovation 

(Mitacs, 2020). The Mitacs Accelerate program offers the opportunity for graduate students 

across academic disciplines to have a paid internship during their degree. 

 Ecotrust Canada is a non-profit organization that equips communities with the tools they 

need to participate fully in the social, economic, and ecological decisions that affect them.  

Ecotrust Canada launched the North Coast Innovation Lab (NCIL) in late 2017 to test how an 

intentionally designed social innovation lab can bring capacity, resources, creativity, and 

solutions to the serious problems facing the community. The NCIL is creating new forms of 

collaboration, capacity and partnership for initiatives in Prince Rupert so that the community 

can strengthen its social and economic resilience and wellbeing (Ecotrust Canada, n.d.). 
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 The Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society is a non-profit organization whose mission is to 

enhance the wellbeing of Nisga’a citizens living in Prince Rupert and Port Edward. They offer a 

wide array of services and programming to their membership with a focus on the following 

areas: youth, education, language, culture and economic development (Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a 

Society, n.d.). Through their economic development initiatives, Gitmaxmak’ay owns and 

operates a garden centre social business called Rupert Lawn and Garden. 

  In partnership with Ecotrust Canada, the Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society in Prince Rupert 

piloted a food security project at their social enterprise, Rupert Lawn and Garden. Food was 

grown in containers in one of the underused greenhouses at their garden centre. The main 

outcome from the project was the fresh food grown for Nisga'a members living in Prince Rupert. 

Harvests occurred from May to September, averaging about $300 worth of produce per week 

that was distributed to Nisga’a members through various programs and social media 

announcements. In addition to growing food, the project also aimed to engage with community 

members. Nisga’a members were involved in a container gardening workshop and in weekly 

harvests during the summer. Another component of the project was considering project 

sustainability and feasibility for the future.  

 Even though the experience of developing and carrying out a fresh food project in Prince 

Rupert, BC was not directly incorporated into this research project, the internship gave me the 

chance to become a ‘participant observer’ while gaining inside perspective into some of the 

challenges and inner-workings of organizations running fresh food programming. I learned first-

hand some of the challenges with funding and project sustainability, developed and ran both 
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community building initiatives and skill building workshops, and engaged with community and 

partners to meet place-based needs. 

 Kearns (2016) describes three purposes for observation as a method: counting (in order 

to accumulate numerical data), complementary (to be used alongside other forms of data 

collection), and contextual. Contextual observation is intended to gain an in-depth 

understanding through experience (Kearns, 2016). Researchers using contextual observation 

will often use their observations as their primary source of data (Kearns, 2016). The 

observations I made through my internship with Mitacs were both complementary and 

contextual in nature; however, they will not be used as my primary source of data, rather as a 

way to understand my data and the processes of my participating organizations on a deeper 

level.  

 While numerous authors discuss participant observation at the workplace (López-

Saunders, Roscigno, & Wilson, 2014; McMorran, 2012; Tope, Chamberlain, Crowley, & Hodson, 

2005), participant observation as an employee is not well represented in the literature. 

However, Jorgensen (1989), becoming the phenomenon section, para. 10-11) discussed the 

experience of “becoming the phenomenon” in the case of Rambo (1987), who as a graduate 

student, was researching exotic dancers while also acting as an exotic dancer. Her experience as 

a dancer provided her insider experience with the emotions and “strategies for interacting with 

customers” and allowed her to depict the dancing experience more accurately than if she had 

not used participant observation (Jorgensen, 1989). While my research is vastly different from 

that of Rambo’s, through my experience of becoming an ‘insider’ in an organization carrying out 
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fresh food programming I seek to more accurately depict the data from my participating 

organizations. 

 Jorgensen (1989) also discussed the impact of a researcher’s location, both the 

physically and the socially (i.e., as a complete outsider, a complete insider, or somewhere in 

between) on their perspective on the phenomena. I was participating as an insider, using a role 

already available to me to make my observations of the process and the organizations involved 

(Jorgensen, 1989). I acted as a complete participant in my job position as Project Coordinator, 

and through this role, I had an insider’s perspective and the ability to experience the 

organizational aspect of running fresh food programming.  

  Acting as the Project Coordinator allowed me to experience both the challenges and 

joys of running fresh food programming in a community.  The internship has shifted the way I 

see the challenges of the participating organizations I spoke with over the phone and in-person, 

and this thesis research helped inform some of the decisions I made during my internship. 

In summary, this section outlined my research problem and questions about organizations 

running fresh food programming in Ontario’s small- and medium-sized urban areas. I discussed 

the methods I used to answer my research questions, including compiling a database, 

conducting phone surveys with organizations who participate in fresh food programming, 

performing in-depth interviews with select organizations, and searching the grey literature. 

Finally, I explained my experience as participant observer in community food programs through 

my position as a Mitacs intern in Prince Rupert, BC which gave me an inside understanding of 

how organizations run fresh food programming. 
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Chapter 5: Results 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed reporting of my research results. 

First, I will briefly present general information that emerged from the database portion of my 

research. Next, through the phone survey statistics, I will provide an overarching picture of the 

organizations and programs they run. Then I will discuss the preliminary themes that emerged 

during the phone surveys. Finally, I will explore the major themes that were explored in the in-

depth interviews. 

Phase 1: Constructing a Database 

There are approximately 491 organizations participating in fresh food activities and food 

banks operating in Ontario’s cities that range 30,000-300,000 in population (see figure 4). More 

populous cities had more food banks and fresh food organizations operating within their city. 

The median number of organizations per city is seven, but cities vary, with a range of 1 to 52 

organizations per city.  Figure three highlights the median number of different organization 

types that appeared within the study sample. 

Organization Type Median Number  
Food banks 5 (range 1-22) 
Organizations participating 
in fresh food activities 

3 

Community gardens 1 (range 0-31) 
Creative food organizations7 1 

Figure 3: Median Number of Organization Types 

 
7 Organizations participating in fresh food activities beyond community gardens 
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Phase 2.1: Phone Surveys 

Type of organization surveyed 

This section focuses on the 59 organizations that were phone surveyed. The types of 

organizations surveyed ranged drastically, with the most common being food banks and 

distribution centres, food rescue/gleaning operations, community gardens, and good food 

boxes (see figure 5).  

Organization Type Quantity 
Food bank/pantry/cupboard 21 
Food distribution centre 10 
Food rescue/gleaning operation 14 
Community garden 14 
Good food box 8 
Health Centre 6 
Food security/food justice 
organization 

3 

Good food organization 1 
Community development council 2 
Community farmers’ market 1 
Environmental organization 2 
Community centre 2 
Church 2 
Farm 1 
Soup kitchen 2 
Youth arts organization 1 
Community service 
organization/unemployment centre 

3 

Neighbourhood group 3 
Food sharing 1 
Poverty alleviation organization 
non-profit 

1 

Figure 5: Type of Organizations Surveyed 

 
In the table above, 36 of the 59 organizations were listed under multiple types. For 

instance, see figure 6 to see how else food banks/pantries/cupboards classified themselves. 
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Organizations often offer multiple services and classified themselves under more than one 

category.  

Organization type in addition to food 
banks/pantries/cupboards 

Quantity 

Food distribution centre 3 
Food rescue/ gleaning organization 6 
Community Garden 6 
Good Food box 2 
Food security/justice organization 1 
Church 2 
Community Service 
Organization/Unemployment Centre 

2 

Neighbourhood Group 2 
Figure 6: Multi-Category Organizations 

 
Number of Full-Time Equivalent Employees (N=43) 

The organizations that run fresh food programming are often small organizations. Over 74% 

of organizations surveyed had under five employees (see figure 7). It is important to note that 

not all of the employees at an organization are necessarily focused on food programming. For 

instance, PS22 had three 

employees, but only one 

was focused on their 

food bank, and the other 

two were focused on 

non-food related 

services.  

Figure 7: Number of Employees per Organization 
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Funding Sources 

Organizations receive their funding from a wide array of sources. There were 41 cases of 

organizations obtaining funds from more than one source. Donations (N=28) and Grants (N=27) 

were the most common forms of funding, with 17 organizations participating in both. 

Fundraising (N=9) was the third most common type of funding and was used in combination 

with other funding sources in 89% of those cases (see figure 8). 

Source of Funding Responses Percentage 
of sample 

Grants 27 46 
Donations 28 48 
Self Sufficient 7 12 
Fundraising 9 15 
No Funding 8 14 
Social Enterprise 2 3 
Budget from an institution 3 5 
Parent Organization 5 9 
Non-Response 4 - 

Figure 8: Organization Funding Sources 

 
Partnerships 

Partnerships with other organizations or entities within the community was extremely 

common with approximately 91.5% of organizations (n=54) forming partnerships. 

Fresh Food 

Of the 59 organizations surveyed, 55 (93.2%) handled fresh food, one organization (1.7%) 

did not, and three did not respond. The portion of fresh food handled ranges from “very little” 

to 100%. These organizations will often procure fresh food through multiple means, such as 

donations, purchasing, gleaning or food rescue, from partner organizations, etc. (see figure 9). 
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Fresh Food Procurement Number of 
Organizations 
(N=32) 

Percentage of 
all surveyed 
organizations 

Donations- i.e., food 
donations, corporate 
donors 

11 19 

Grants 5 9 
Farm/farmers market 
donations 

11 19 

Grocery store donations 6 10 
Gardening/gardening 
donations 

15 25 

Gleaning 8 14 
Food rescue 7 12 
Self-sufficient purchasing 3 5 
Purchasing through 
budget 

4 7 

Through a regional food 
distribution centre 

3 5 

Other (brokerage 
relationships) 

1 2 

Figure 9: Fresh Food Procurement 

 
Affordable Food Programs- Food Boxes & Affordable Markets 

There were 25 organizations that ran either food box programs (N=18; or 30.5%) or an 

affordable food market (N=7; or11.9%). These programs served anywhere from 5 to 1400 

people each month, with the median number being 100 people served per month. Seasonal or 

local food was a priority for 44% (2 affordable markets, and 9 food boxes) of these programs. Of 

these organizations, six organizations sourced some or all of their food from local producers, 8 

from local grocers, 10 from wholesalers, and one from a community food hub. 
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Food Rescue & Gleaning 

Approximately 32.2% of surveyed organizations participated in food rescue or gleaning 

activities. There were large differences in the size of these programs which ranged from 

institutionalized operations to small-scale community-initiatives. For instance, some 

organizations had infrastructure such as coolers and freezers, a fleet of refrigerated trucks, and 

staff dedicated to food rescue. In contrast, other organizations operated on a grassroots level 

where community members collectively harvested from fruit trees in their neighbourhoods. Six 

organizations (31% of gleaning and food rescue organizations) stated they had capacity issues, 

such as refrigeration space or volunteers/staff capacity, when gleaning or participating in food 

rescue. Food rescue and gleaning operations sought out fresh food from an array of locations 

including farms, grocery stores, and residential yards (see figure 10).  

Sources of gleaning and food 
Rescue 

Number of 
organizations 

Percentage of 
organizations 
surveyed 

Farms/greenhouses  9 15 
Grocery stores 10 17 
Farmers’ markets 2 3 
Residential yards (fruits) 4 7 
Public property 2 3 
City property 2 3 
Restaurants/bakeries 3 5 
Gardens 1 2 
Historic sites 1 2 

Figure 10: Gleaning and Food Rescue Sources 

Approximately 84% of all organizations that participated in food rescue or gleaning donated 

part or all of their harvest to food banks, soup kitchens, and/or community programs (see 

figure 11). Gleaning programs often split harvests equally between volunteers, property 
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owners, and charitable organizations, however, a majority of harvested food went directly to 

the charitable organizations. 

 
Destination of gleaned and 
rescued food 

Number of 
organizations 

Percentage of 
organizations 
surveyed 

Participants/volunteers 7 12 
Food banks/soup kitchens 15 25 
Property owner 4 7 
Community programs 7 12 

Figure 11: Destination of Gleaned and Rescued Food 

 
Gardening Programming 

Approximately 60% of surveyed organizations participate in gardening activities in some 

capacity. A number of organizations offer more than one type of garden. For instance, 

organizations may have a combination of allotment gardens, communal gardens, educational 

gardens, and/or gardens to supply a food bank or internal program (see figure 12). 

Garden Type Number of 
Organizations 

Percentage of 
surveyed 
organizations 

Allotment garden plots 15 25 
Educational gardening 13 22 
Garden to supply food 
bank or internal program 

15 25 

Community fruit 
forest/fruit trees 

2 3 

Supply affordable 
farmers’ market 

1 2 

Communal garden 6 10 
Garden network 1 2 

Figure 12: Garden Types 
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Connections to Local Farms 

 Over a third of organizations surveyed had a connection to local farms (see figure 13). 

Approximately 55% of those accepted fresh food donations from the farmers they were 

connected with. Connections with local farms were also for the purposes of gleaning, 

affordable market vendors and education (see figure 14). 

Connection to 
local farms 

Number of 
organizations 

Percent of 
sample 

Yes 17 29 
When 
approached 

3 5 

Not any more 1 2 
Figure 13: Connections to Local Farms 

Nature of 
connection 

Number of 
organizations 

Percent of 
sample 

Donation 11 19 
Gleaning 3 5 
Grow-a-Row 1 2 
Educational 1 2 
Market vendors 2 3 
Future gleaning 
partnerships 

1 2 

Past relationships, 
but no capacity 

2 3 

Figure 14: Nature of Connection to Farms 

 
Year Organization Started Fresh Food Activities 

 The studied organizations that participated in fresh food programming originated at various 

times within the last several decades, with a vast majority originating from the 1980s onwards 

(see figure 15). As can be seen in figure 16, there has been an increasing number of 

organizations participating in fresh food programming from the mid-1990s onwards. 
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Figure 16: Year Fresh Food Activities Were Established (graph) 
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Results: Section 2.2 

 Approximately 193 codes were used during the analysis of the phone survey notes. The 

most prominent themes that emerged were as follows: partnerships, failed programs, funding 

and access to resources, capacity, community engagement and community building, dignity and 

stigma, and education and food skills. The information that emerged during the phone surveys, 

through both statistics and coding, was used to inform the questions asked during the interview 

phase of data collection.  

Partnerships  

As mentioned above, a vast majority (91.5%) of organizations surveyed have a network of 

partnerships within their community. These partnerships are with farmers, businesses, other 

community organizations, and governmental agencies. 

Organizations partnered with farmers for gleaning operations (PS49; PS35), food rescue 

(PS38; PS40; PS59), and/or food donations (PS11; PS51). Three organizations surveyed discussed 

the food wastage that goes hand-in-hand with food rescue or grocery store food donations. 

Food rescue organizations partnered with livestock farmers to divert spoiled un-distributable 

food from waste disposal (PS3; PS14; PS35).  

Business partnerships range from product donations to service donations, such as education 

or maintenance.  Grocery store food donations were one of the most prominent forms of 

product donation partnerships, particularly with food banks and food rescue organizations.  

Service donations included a gleaning program partnered with an arborist to get a discount on 

tree maintenance (PS17), and a garden’s partnership with a greenhouse that provided 

informational resources to gardeners (PS41).  
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The most prominent form of partnerships existed between organizations. The nature of the 

partnerships between organizations varied greatly and included partnerships based on sharing 

resources and collaboration. Several organizations discussed sharing resources, such as 

partnerships, space, volunteers, finances, and food with other organizations in their area (i.e. 

PS1). Space and volunteers were shared in order to run programs, such as fresh food box 

distribution. Rescued fresh food is often shared between organizations due to its perishable 

nature. Some food banks acted as a food hub for their region’s food banks and other community 

food programs (i.e. school nutrition programs and cooking classes). Gleaning programs also 

donated to food banks (i.e. PS24). The sharing of food resources allows more people to access 

fresh produce (PS58).  

Collaboration with other organizations is an important activity for the operation of many 

organizations. Collaboration in some instances has led to the formation of organizations. At 

least three regional food banks included in this study originated as a collaboration of smaller 

food banks seeking to work together rather than compete with one another for resources 

(PS11; PS58).  Many organizations have partnerships with social services across the community 

that will benefit their patrons (PS1; PS38; PS49). 

Governments or government bodies were involved in different capacities with a number of 

the organizations. Different food organizations had partnerships with Public Health (PS12; 

PS32), or their local municipality (PS25). Partnerships with and support from Public Health 

(PS12; PS32; PS49), included both funding (PS36), and sending public health nurses to support 

fresh food programming (PS16). Public Health ran some of the initiatives included in this 

research, such as community gardens (PS4; PS44), and good food boxes (PS4; PS9; PS15). 
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Similarly, community gardens are sometimes run by local municipalities (i.e. PS22) or 

municipalities partner with organizations to promote community gardens (PS25; PS41). Aside 

from municipalities, Public Health, and the Trillium Foundation (funding), the only involvement 

by higher levels of government was through the Ministry of Environment, which supported a 

program called FoodRescue.ca, a food rescue pilot project that occurred in four different 

Ontario Cities including Kingston, Sudbury, Niagara Falls, and Toronto (FoodRescue.ca, n.d.).  

Failed Programming 

From the organizations surveyed, there were a number of failed fresh food programs.  One 

such failed program was a food bank that ran a community garden with various programming 

over the course of seven years before closing the abandoned gardens (PS1). Another example 

was a food bank that quit food rescue efforts due to policy constraints (PS46). Sometimes the 

program was transferred to a different entity, such as a community garden going from a food 

bank to a local municipality (PS22), or a good food box that was dropped by one organization 

then taken over by another (PS6). Local culture in some regions may dictate what fresh food 

programs are effective (PS49), for instance, food boxes might not be in-line with local culture 

when there are farm stands where people can purchase fresh local food on-demand. 

Funding and Access to Resources 

 Funding was both a key activity and a constraint for many organizations. Funding was 

often a piecemeal of donations (food or monetary), and/or grants (i.e.PS58; PS1). For example, 

one organization mentioned that they received grants for projects, but most of their funding 

(90%) came from individuals, churches and small business donations (PS48). Many food banks 
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and food distribution centres depended on food donations and food rescue to operate (PS37; 

PS38; PS44; PS51; PS55; PS56). In rare instances food banks had a budget for fresh food (PS55). 

 Funding and access to resources came from a wide variety of sources including donations, 

fundraising, parent organizations, and through their own self-sufficiency. Donations came in the 

form of assets, services, goods, and monetary donations. One resource that was ‘donated’ to at 

least five of the organizations was land. Churches, local municipalities, companies (i.e. PS59) 

donated land for garden programming. A handful of these organizations started gardens on 

donated land to supplement their food banks (PS28; PS30; PS46; PS59). 

 Many organizations accepted donations of goods. For instance, some gardens accepted 

seed donations (PS25; PS41). However, food was the most commonly donated good. Businesses 

would give food donations or donate to food drives (PS2), or fresh foods were given by 

corporate donors (i.e. eggs, milk, dairy, meats) (PS11).  Farms donated food through farmers 

markets (PS56), gleaning programs (PS49), and direct donations. Donated food from farmers 

included produce, eggs, and entire butchered animals (i.e. cattle) (PS14). Food donations ranged 

from irregular or ‘when approached’ (PS51), to regular donations (PS11).  

 Grocery store donations were often framed as “food rescue” or “food recovery” (i.e. PS3; 

PS36; PS40; PS51; PS59). For food rescue programs, grocery stores were the most frequent 

donors (PS11; PS36; PS48; PS52). Both bakeries and grocery stores donated their excess food 

(PS11; PS48; PS52), which included meat, bread, and produce (PS40). Grocery store food 

recoveries were time sensitive (PS51) and needed to be picked up by a volunteer or staff 

member (PS11). Some organizations experienced quality issues with grocery store food (PS35; 

PS48). For some organizations poor quality donations resulted in partnerships with farmers, 
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who would then feed the spoiled food to their livestock (PS35). In contrast, in some areas, 

businesses were afraid to donate food to charitable organization due to liability issues (PS37). 

 Grants were a key source of funding for many organizations. Grant providers included 

municipalities (PS58), social service boards or social development councils (PS58; PS32), the 

United Way (PS58), religious organizations (PS50), the OAFB (PS35), etc. Grant applications were 

written for a variety of purposes and projects including garden improvement (PS 35; PS41), 

hiring employees (PS 41), and to cover a capital cost (PS32). Grants were criticized by one 

organization as being an unsustainable source of funding (PS3; PS36).  

 Fundraising was less common than donations or grants. However, fundraising efforts 

included galas (PS59), awareness campaigns (PS5), and community potlucks (PS5). Some 

organizations had a parent or umbrella organization they receive funding from, such as 

neighbourhood groups, the health unit (i.e. PS49), or church organizations (i.e. the Salvation 

Army and St. Vincent de Paul). 

 Making their own income was another way in which organizations generated funding to 

continue their programs. One organization discussed their social enterprises that allowed them 

to operate their other programs (i.e. a cafe, a community kitchen for rent, and catering) (i.e. 

PS26). Good food boxes were often self-sufficient programs, as they operate under a social 

enterprise model (PS5). However, good food box programs often received agency support 

through staff time, and one-time funds to purchase physical capital such as boxes (PS9; PS32). 

Good food box pre-orders determined the budget for the program (PS36).  
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Capacity 

 Capacity was a key theme that emerged during the phone surveys. Organizations 

discussed capacity in terms of human capacity, such as staffing or volunteers, and physical 

capacity, such as storage space. Capacity constrained the amount of fresh food that could be 

brought into an organization and the amount of fresh food organizations could store before 

spoilage (PS49). Organizations were restricted in the amount of fresh food they could accept 

due to space, time, and storage constraints (PS3; PS49; PS59).  

 When talking about physical capacity, specifically, the organizations varied greatly in the 

physical resources available to them.  Some organizations did not have any physical capacity, so 

relied on other organizations for storage (PS24). For some organizations there was often more 

food donated than they were able to store (PS3; PS36; PS56). When storage capacity was low, 

organizations needed to move fresh food fast, which involved trading with other organizations 

(PS40). Some locations faced physical capacity constraints and were in the process of expanding 

or were looking to expand their facilities (PS17; PS28; PS51). Increased capacity allowed 

organizations to accept larger food donations (PS17).  Other organizations had large physical 

capacities, i.e. coolers, freezers, refrigerated trucks, loading docks (PS11; PS14), and were 

looking to become a food hub (PS11) for the area (PS14). When organizations had a large 

number of coolers and storage space, they did not face physical capacity issues (PS37). 

 Human capacity was another limiting factor organizations faced. Many of the participating 

organizations required volunteers to operate, and were either heavily dependent on volunteers 

(i.e. PS28; PS34; PS36), or were strictly volunteer run (PS2; PS46; PS55). Most commonly, there 

was a mix of staff and volunteer time required to run programs (PS32; PS40; PS52; PS58). For 
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some organizations volunteer hours were in the thousands (i.e. PS40; PS44; PS58). Volunteers 

participated in a wide range of activities in these organizations, from cooking hot lunches (PS14) 

to picking up grocery store donations (PS11). Volunteer turnover was high in some cases (PS28). 

One food bank mentioned that they had issues retaining good volunteers, and they are always 

looking for more volunteers (PS51). Some organizations’ capacity was directly related to the 

number of volunteers they have (PS49), this was particularly true for gleaning programs. 

 Staff shortages also caused resource pressures in an organization (PS41). Organizations 

wanted to expand programming but were unable to do so because of staff shortages (PS24; 

PS32; PS41; PS47). In some instances it was explicitly expressed that some staff are paid or 

contracted for far less time than they actually work (PS50). One non-profit noted that 

organizations are often good at working through their capacity issues, both human and physical 

(PS51). 

Community Engagement and Community Building 

 Themes of community engagement and community building emerged through the phone 

surveys. In some instances, organizations would engage community before starting 

programming or after a trial run. For example, a Food Policy Council, before initiating a gleaning 

program held a public forum to gauge local interest (PS49). In another case, a food bank trialed 

a mobile fresh vegetable market. After receiving positive feedback from the community and 

other agencies they made the program permanent (PS16). 

 The theme of community building was discussed through community building events and 

the social nature of programs. For instance, one organization discussed their bread pick-ups that 

turned into community events where people would connect with one another (SP55). 
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Community gardens were viewed by several organizations as “more than just gardening”, but 

also as spaces for community building and creating connections (PS41; PS44). To build 

community, gardens held social events such as potlucks, encouraged community building 

through communal or pay-it-forward garden models, built community through seed lending 

libraries (PS 44), hosted educational programming and workshops (PS5; PS47), and/or held 

meet and greets (PS5).  

Dignity & Stigma 

 Dignity and stigma were discussed in reference to accessing food bank services. One 

organization noted there is stigma associated with food charity that makes it difficult for people 

to access emergency food services (PS52). Some locations actively fought stigma by allowing 

their clients choice when selecting food (PS7; PS52). Food banks sometimes removed or 

lowered restrictions and barriers to allow people to access their services with dignity (PS47; 

PS48). Conversations about food rescue also included the themes of dignity and stigma. There 

were organizations that expressed concern that grocery store donations could be poor quality 

(PS35), and it was emphasized that people who use food bank services do not deserve lesser 

quality (PS46). In contrast, learning food skills, particularly how to grow food, was viewed as an 

important and empowering activity that increases dignity (PS37; PS41). 

Education & Food Skills 

 While this study was not intended to look at food literacy, the theme of food literacy 

emerged as an important connection to fresh food. Food literacy took a number of different 

forms in the participating organizations including cooking skills and community kitchens (PS20), 
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food literacy programming in schools (PS17; PS35), and gardening programming or educational 

gardens (PS5; PS25; PS35; PS47; PS55; PS59). 

  Community kitchens took a number of different approaches: excess fresh food from food 

banks would go to cooking circles (PS14); community kitchens were used to teach people how 

to prepare and preserve fresh foods (PS4; PS15; PS16; PS32); food rescued by one organization 

would be sent to another organization to run community kitchens (PS36; PS58); and some 

organizations just ran cooking workshops (PS5; PS35) that sometimes could be catered to 

specific programs such as the good food box (PS32). Organizations spoke about community 

kitchens as places to build cooking skills and create a sense of community (i.e. PS7). 

Organization Types 

 There was a wide array of organizations that offered fresh food programming. The 

following is a list and set of descriptions of the types of organizations that participated in the 

phone surveys. 

 Affordable food market- A farmers’ market-style set up targeted towards lower-income 

families (i.e. set up in social housing). Food was often available for free, for a subsidized price, or 

at wholesale price.  

 Community garden- Public or semi-public gardens on non-residential property. There were 

several different models of community garden. The most prominent models included allotment 

gardens, communal gardens, educational gardens, and gardens to supply food banks. Gardens 

were able to provide food production opportunities for people who otherwise lacked access to 

land or space (PS41). Gardens were viewed as spaces to build community connections (PS5; 

PS7; PS41; PS44). Many organizations offered additional educational programming for their 
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gardeners or invited schools to their gardens (PS3; PS4; PS25; PS26; PS41; PS47; PS49; PS53; 

PS55; PS59). Some gardens ran a grow-a-row program intended to encourage gardeners to 

donate harvested food to a local food bank (PS25). Gardens have also been used for non-food 

security programming, for example community programming for people with disabilities (PS30). 

Two organizations found that gardening had added therapeutic benefits (PS30; PS31). 

 Environmental organizations (PS25; PS29)- These organizations’ main focus is on 

environmental efforts and programming. Some environmental organizations are included in this 

study because of their participation in agricultural activities, i.e. community gardens. The 

localization of food systems and sustainable production of food through gardening is viewed as 

an environmental activity by these organizations. 

 Food bank- Emergency, charitable food aid that acts as a last resort for hunger. Food banks 

ranged in size and activities (i.e. PS35; PS56; PS58). The majority of food banks were primarily 

donation-based operations, with some having a budget or other avenues to bring in fresh foods 

(i.e. PS18; PS28; PS46; PS55; PS58). Well established community food banks were often 

connected to organizations throughout the community and helped supply other food banks, 

soup kitchens, community kitchens, food programs, etc. (PS14; PS34; PS36). In some food banks 

there was a shift to serve healthier food, such as fresh produce, or prohibit the distribution of 

high salt or high fat foods (PS3; PS16; PS47; PS55; PS58). Food banks faced the challenge of 

having insufficient fresh food options available (PS2; PS52), and fresh food would always be 

selected first by clients (PS48). 

 Food box- A box of food that is purchased wholesale, divided up by volunteers and sold at 

wholesale price to people in the community.  Fresh food boxes aim to increase the affordability 
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of fresh food for everyone in the community (PS32; PS34; PS36). Customers would pre-pay the 

first week of the month and receive their boxes during the third week of the month (PS36). This 

payment method was designed for people living on a fixed income to pay for food when they 

have more funds at the beginning of the month, then to access that food when they are the 

most food insecure at the end of the month (PS23). Some food boxes ranged from trying to 

include seasonal or local foods (PS2; PS32; PS36), to purely local food (PS4), to contain a 

combination of local and non-local foods (PS 36). A number of organizations offered cooking 

programs to complement the boxes (PS4; PS5; PS32). 

 Food distribution centres- These organizations have a history of being set up by a 

collective of food banks within a region. Food distribution centres sourced and distributed food 

for the food banks and food programs in their region. For some distribution centres there was a 

conscious effort to focus on healthier foods- i.e., purchase from a wholesaler; gardening 

programs; etc. (PS58). 

 Food hub- In this context, food hubs are similar to food distribution centres in that they 

coordinated food resources in their region. Organizations needed to have high levels of physical 

capacity to act as food hubs. In this research, food hubs collected food from the region, typically 

in the form of donated food, and redistributed it to other local organizations or programs that 

were smaller and were capacity constrained (PS14). 

 Food policy council- These organizations worked on the policy side of food security with a 

wide array of community members, however, some councils may run food programming (PS49). 

There were very few food policy councils represented in this research. 



 67 

 Food rescue- Food rescue operations worked to divert would-be food waste into the 

charitable food sector. Food was rescued from a variety of sources including farms, 

greenhouses, grocery stores, bakeries, restaurants, and cafes (PS51; PS59). The bulk of food 

rescued was fresh food (PS59). Benefits of food rescue included diverting food waste, saving 

stores on disposal fees and positive environmental impacts (PS14; PS31; PS37). Challenges 

associated with food rescue were refrigeration storage (PS36), health regulations or perceived 

liability (PS14; PS37; PS46), lack of consistency with supply (PS14), and poor quality food (PS3; 

PS14; PS35). Some organizations worked to preserve rescued food through canning and freezing 

(PS14; PS40). 

 Gleaning- Participants or volunteers harvested fruit from trees in the community, or 

participated in a second harvest of farmer’s fields that would otherwise be tilled under. 

Gleaning was carried out on city property, residential properties, and farms. Organizations 

tended to focus on either in-city gleaning (PS12; PS17) or on rural gleaning (PS49). Gleaning 

operations varied in size and quantity gleaned.  Gleaned food either went to participants, or 

was divided between volunteers, the property owner, and charitable organizations (PS17). 

 Neighbourhood groups- This type of organization was specific to a single city where every 

neighbourhood had a neighbourhood group. The groups would identify what was most needed 

in their area then offer programs and services accordingly. The neighbourhood groups were 

grassroots organizations and were supported by a coalition of neighbourhood groups. 
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Other Themes 

Seasonality and Variability  

 Because of the seasonality of farm donations (PS11) and food bank gardens (PS28), fresh 

food availability in food banks was dependent on the time of year, with more fresh food 

handled in the summer and fall (PS48; PS51). Harvests were also variable for gleaning 

organizations, depending on the time of year (PS24). Gleaning was a time sensitive activity, with 

the fresh produce only being available for a short timeframe (PS24). It was difficult for some 

organizations to organize gleaning volunteers and equipment last minute (PS17). 

Organization Origin 

 Two organizations explicitly mentioned they started in a time of need (i.e. during a local or 

global recession) as a short-term solution to get people through economic hardship. However, 

the organizations have since become permanent fixtures in their communities (PS27; PS35). 

Additional Services 

 One food bank saw itself as more than a “band-aid solution” because they offer additional 

services, such as a tax clinic and back to school supports (PS37). Twelve separate organizations 

talked about additional services they offer that complement their food distribution. These 

services ranged from offering monetary aid for expenses including rent, hydro, and bus tickets; 

to school/childcare programs, religious services, training and job skills, tax clinics, soup kitchens, 

warming centres, etc. 
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Rural Food Insecurity 

 Three organizations (PS16; PS46; PS58) discussed serving rural locations outside of their 

city. Thunder Bay, in particular, services a large range of communities, including remote 

communities. 

Health and Social Issues 

 Big picture systemic issues were mentioned by some of the surveyed organizations. For 

instance, there was concern over the rising cost of living in some cities and social assistance not 

increasing to reflect that trend (PS14). Another organization mentioned that the individuals they 

target have stressful livelihoods that might prevent them from participating in programming, 

such as gardening (PS3). 

Inspirational Organizations  

 Four organizations discussed basing their model or programs off of organizations in other 

cities. These ‘inspirational’ organizations included: the food box model in Ottawa (PS32), 

Toronto’s Food Share food education models (PS35), The Stop in Toronto (PS20), and Toronto’s 

Not Far From the Tree gleaning model (PS17). 

 

Results Section 3.0: Interviews 

 From the interviews there were 17 key themes that cut across multiple organizations and 

were also reflected in the phone surveys. These themes included partnerships, relationships, 

food as a means to achieving other goals, funding, income and policy changes, advocacy and 

research, food waste, fresh food, creativity and flexibility, changing programming, the food 
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bank model, dignity, the food security continuum, food skills and education, place-based work, 

community building, and labour.  

Partnerships 

Partnerships were a major theme that emerged during the interviews. All organizations 

interviewed worked with partners in some capacity. Many of the organizations interviewed had 

a wide array of partnerships for different purposes. Partnerships were built with other 

charitable organizations in the community in order a) to donate food (PS21; PS33), b) to offer 

services and to collaborate (PS39; Roots to Harvest; YRFN), c) to support and connect with 

(PS42; YRFN), d) to receive funding from or through (PS33; PS43), e) to provide complementary 

programming (PS43), f) to seek out participants (Roots to Harvest; YRFN). Partners wanted 

varying levels of involvement (Roots to Harvest). The importance and emphasis on partnerships 

in each interview showed that community organizations cannot conduct their work in isolation 

from other work in the community. Organizations have inadequate resources, so they are 

required to share and collaborate with other organizations to work effectively. 

The OAFB had partnerships with numerous corporations. These corporations ranged from 

processors and manufacturers, to producer-based organizations (such as Ontario milk, pork, 

beef, poultry, and egg producers). These partnerships were for food-donations. The OAFB acted 

as a facilitator between their donors and the member food banks that operate on the ground. 

Donations from food processors and manufacturers were ‘unsellable’ foods that did not meet 

company standards, for instance, incorrect packaging or an over baked product.  Each OAFB 

producer partnership was unique, but generally entailed the monthly, quarterly or annual 

distribution of a set amount of fresh meat, milk, or eggs to member food banks. Their ongoing 
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partnerships with the agricultural community increased the availability of fresh foods in food 

banks. However, quantities were not large enough for all member food banks to receive fresh 

food donations, particularly meat, every time. The OAFB’s other partnerships included financial 

partnerships. There were a number of grants available to OAFB member food banks to support 

programming (such as community gardens, Rural Kids programs, and cooking classes) or to 

update their infrastructure (including coolers, loading docks, refrigerated trucks, etc.).  

Loving Spoonful saw 

partnerships as one of 

their many triumphs. 

They had partnerships 

focused in different 

areas including 

donations (both 

receiving and giving), resources, connecting clients, and running programs. Loving Spoonful 

discussed how they would not be able to function without their partnerships: “We have tons of 

partnerships. That’s basically how we work. We know that we can’t do this work on our own…”. 

Because they had no ‘clients’ of their own, they connected with other organizations to refer 

people to their programs, to host programs, or to distribute fresh food. When they distributed 

rescued food to partner organizations it allowed their partners to “enhance their budgets” and 

shift their resources into other areas, i.e. youth shelter to shift their resources into providing 

more beds.   

Organization: Ontario Association of Food Banks 
Location: Toronto 
Mission: “We feed Ontario by creating opportunities and solutions, 
and uniting local food banks to eradicate hunger and poverty” (Feed 
Ontario, 2020, para. 4). 
 
The Ontario Association of Food Banks is an umbrella organization for 
food banks across Ontario (OAFB). They support food banks through 
facilitating grants and corporate donations (OAFB). They also conduct 
research and advocate on behalf of food banks (OAFB). 
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Loving Spoonful also had more targeted partnerships. They ran a number of programs in 

conjunction with other entities, such as a cooking program with Queen’s HIV/AIDS Regional 

Services and Addictions and Mental Health Services, a program that “breaks down barriers and 

allows people to create trust and to share their stories around stigma and mental health”. They 

also ran an anti-poverty Circles program with the Kingston Community Health Centres. Circles 

used cooking to allow people to become comfortable with one another and to build 

community. Loving Spoonful worked with a wide array of organizations in different capacities 

across various sectors of the social service network in Kingston. 

 

Relationships 

When discussing partnerships, some organizations spoke of a deeper connection and 

ongoing relationship with those partners. Other organizations spoke of creating connections 

and relationships within the community or with their participants. Building relationships, 

whether with partner organizations, community, or program participants was a major theme 

that emerged. 

Community Connectors & Relationships 

Relationships within the community looked different for each organization interviewed. A 

few organizations discussed their role as community connectors. Roots to Harvest acted as a 

community connector through their cross-sectoral work and partnerships (Roots to Harvest). 

They also said they have open lines of communications with various organizations in Thunder 

Bay that allow for coordination of efforts when needed (Roots to Harvest). Another 

organization acted as a facilitator to connect gardening groups with land owners (PS27). This 
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organization in particular emphasized how their community relationships and partnerships 

have been integral to the operation of their organization. A third organization, the Nourish 

Project, worked to connect people living on low-income with local producers. They also sought 

to forge coalitions between community groups to advocate for change across sectors in the 

realms of poverty and food insecurity (Nourish Project). Creating connections throughout the 

community is a key, yet understated, role of community-based organizations. 

The Nourish Project highlighted their role in building relationships in their community. 

Building healthy relationships was at the heart of their work: “…relationship building is built 

really strongly into everything we do. Because being a small community, working against one 

another would be detrimental to ultimately people living on low income” (Nourish Project). 

They looked for gaps in local programming and community work, while working with other 

organizations to make a collective impact (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project discussed the 

larger implications of building relationships and emphasized connections are how you make 

change within community (Nourish Project).  

Building Relationships with 

Participants 

Participants in 

community food projects 

were the focus of many 

organizations’ relationship 

building. Roots to Harvest 

emphasized the importance 

Organization: Roots to Harvest 
Location: Thunder Bay 
Mission: “To provide transformative educational opportunities for 
youth to engage with local agriculture and cultivate healthy 
communities. We have a vision of a future where you are leaders, 
connecting a diverse community and cultivating food that’s healthy 
and accessible” (Roots to Harvest, n.d., para. 1) 
 
Roots to Harvest runs an urban agriculture employment program for 
youth ‘at risk’(Roots to Harvest). They work in schools throughout the 
school year and build relationships with youth (Roots to Harvest).  
Their goal is to reduce social isolation, increase community vibrancy, 
and encourage sustainable livelihoods. They advocate for youth and 
for positive community change (Roots to Harvest). 
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of working with youth and building relationships with them. Food was used as a tool by Roots 

to Harvest to “to connect in a real way with kids” (Roots to Harvest). They formed deep 

connections with youth by working with specific classes throughout the entire school year and 

running programming in those classes to develop relationships (Roots to Harvest).  

Food as a Means to Achieve Other Goals 

An interesting and unexpected theme that emerged was that some organizations were 

using food as a means to achieve other goals. Three organizations explicitly discussed using 

food as a means to involve the community in “big picture” work. The Nourish Project, for 

example, used gardening or cooking as a way to get people interested and involved in their 

organization. Through these programs, they drew people in and started having conversations 

about different issues with food as a focal point. These programs and conversations allowed 

people to connect to one another. Over time, some participants were encouraged to become 

involved in advocacy work; however, as the organization stated, “It is very rare to find people 

who are really wanting to get into advocacy right away”. The Nourish Project used food as a 

means to engage community members and get people involved in their community and politics. 

Similar to the Nourish Project, some of Loving Spoonful’s programs acted as a way to 

engage with the people they serve. For instance, their community kitchens built community 

around food, while also acting as a space to build food skills and increase access to healthy 

food. Loving Spoonful also used food programming as a way to advocate for social justice in 

their community:  

“One of our 'triumphs' is our ability to use food as a vehicle for other important social 
justice and equity work. We develop programs with our community partners so that 
participants can access and learn about good food, but they're also designed to lead to 
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other outcomes - from social inclusion, to improving mental and physical health, to 
poverty reduction, to community building, etc.”  
 

Food is like a vessel for which to carry out larger work and to advocate for the many issues that 

interconnect with food. 

Roots to Harvest also used food as a means to carry out big picture work when working with 

youth. Food and agriculture was seen as a means to carry out their mission of providing 

opportunities and building community for youth. Food was the perfect means for this work 

because growing food has meaning, there is no experience required, the skills are transferable 

to other areas (i.e. problem solving, perseverance, etc.), there is a universality of food, it is 

hands-on and engaging, and there is pride and resiliency in producing your own food. Food also 

provides a lens with which to view and understand more complex, systemic issues: “…[food] 

mingles with all the other things as a determinant of health. We can talk about mental health, 

we can talk about physical health, we can talk about housing, homelessness, and access, and 

minimum wage. We can talk about all the things that society is talking about within a food lens 

and have that be relevant”. Food acted as a means to work with youth in a constructive way, 

and as a lens in which to view other systemic issues. 

Funding 

Funding was an important topic that was discussed in every interview. Organizations receive 

funding through grants, donations (individual and corporate), fundraising (PS19; PS27; PS39; 

PS57; Roots to Harvest), social enterprise (PS27; Roots to Harvest), and membership fees 

(OAFB). The Ontario Trillium Foundation was mentioned as a funder for a number of 
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organizations (OAFB; YRFN; Nourish Project), including two school-based programs (PS27; 

Loving Spoonful).  

Government-based funding was available only to a handful of organizations. Municipalities 

were brought up as funders, through means such as small grants (PS21; YRFN). The Ministry of 

Education funded Roots to Harvest through their Focus on Youth funding. When Roots to 

Harvest started, the government was funding 100% of youth employment jobs in Thunder Bay, 

this allowed the organization to run for the first 5-6 years (Roots to Harvest). The OAFB 

mentioned it is rare for their members to receive any kind of government-based support. 

Several organizations discussed their relationships with funders and grant stipulations. The 

nature of grants is temporary and targeted (YRFN). One organization mentioned constantly 

considering what comes after the grant runs out (Nourish Project). There seemed to be a 

general consensus that granting agencies want to fund new projects that are “unique and 

different” (PS42). Loving Spoonful discussed some of the challenges associated with funding. 

They will perfect their programs for a number of years, but as soon as the grant is finished they 

struggle to fund the same program again.  They said that “sustained, ongoing, core funding [is 

needed] to be able to run programs. We are really creative, and we are able to write grants to 

fund a lot of programs, but those grants always have end dates” (Loving Spoonful). Granting 

agencies want something new, despite the existing programs being tried and true. 

Roots to Harvest was also critical of the grant funding model. There is a new trend for 

funders to determine the priorities of grants, but “… organizations are better at knowing the 

priorities, and [funders] should get behind them” (Roots to Harvest). They said working project 

to project is not good for consistency or building relationships (Roots to Harvest). The only 
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party that benefits from this funding model is funders (Roots to Harvest). Instead, Roots to 

Harvest looks for funders who will take risks and enter into a long-term relationship with their 

organization. That allows them to do what the community needs, rather than focusing on what 

the funders are looking for (Roots to Harvest).  

Many grants are project-focused, which makes employment a complicated aspect of 

granting. The way granting works makes employment with these types of organizations 

precarious (YRFN). 

Employment is contract-

based and dependent on the 

grants available (YRFN). 

Another organization in 

Eastern Ontario talked about 

how they have one food-

based position that is funded by a grant, and what that person does changes based on the 

grants they receive (PS42). It is difficult to find grants that will employ someone to work full-

time (PS42). Granting creates precarious employment situations and makes it difficult for 

organizations to have consistency. 

 

Organization: York Region Food Network (YRFN) 
Location: Aurora 
Mission: “YRFN connects and empowers people to access healthy food 
through education and policy” (YRFN, n.d., para. 2). 
 
YRFN was started in 1986 by food banks in the region as an advocacy 
organization because resources destined for emergency social 
assistance programs were being channeled into Toronto (YRFN). They 
currently have community gardens, a good food box, community 
kitchen programming, breakfast programs, and gleaning (YRFN). 
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Income & Policy Changes 

Government Funding & Involvement 

There is minimal, if not zero, support from governments for many community food projects. 

For example, Loving Spoonful gets their funding from granting agencies and donors. However, 

they are critical of that system and say the government should be funding their programs: 

 “I think that is shouldn’t have to come to us writing grants and getting donations, it 
should be funded by the government. We’ve been talking about a National Food Policy, 
they’re in the midst of developing one, but policy needs to be backed up by money, and 
people deserve and need healthy food…. The Canadian government says that food is a 
basic human right, they need to support that through making sure everybody has 
healthy food and that everyone knows how to prepare it…”.  
 

Even though organizations may receive some funding from municipal governments (PS57; 

YRFN; OAFB), there is relatively little financial or other support available from the various levels 

of government. 

Uncontrollable Factors & Government Changes 

There are many factors at play within the realm of food insecurity that organizations are 

unable to control (Nourish Project). Government and policies are one of the major 

uncontrollable factors. Food programs and food security initiatives started as a response to 

policy changes, such as the Nourish good food box that started during the provincial Mike 

Harris Government’s cut to social assistance in the late 1990s to early 2000s (Nourish Project). 

Community members saw the negative impacts of this policy and worked to make food more 

affordable for those most affected by starting a food box.  

With the relatively recent shift provincially to the Ford Government, there is despair and 

anger among low-income communities (Nourish Project). Near the end of my interview process 
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the Ford Government was announcing changes to social assistance policy. Three organizations 

were interviewed close to these announcements, and each of them brought up the potential 

negative impacts for people living on low income. One of the participants explicitly said during 

their interview that the policies of the new provincial government were taking steps backwards 

in the process of eliminating poverty and food insecurity (Nourish Project).  

Before the change in the provincial government, years of research consultations had been 

conducted by the Liberal Government to create a road map to end poverty (Nourish Project). 

However, it is now unlikely to come to fruition due to the new Conservative leadership. 

Similarly, the Basic Income Project was also cut when the Ford Government took power. The 

Nourish Project said there was a lot of hope around the basic income pilot project because it 

promised to reduce food insecurity regardless of an individual’s employment or level of income 

(Nourish Project). With the termination of the Pilot Project came people’s distrust in the 

government: “Then to hear, after a promise that it was going to be continued, that it was going 

to be cancelled. It’s really, really challenging too… if you build the trust and all of that in one go, 

that’s it it’s gone” (Nourish Project). As an organization, the Nourish Project said it is difficult to 

build hope and to support people who feel as though they have no agency in their lives because 

decisions about their lives are made by policy makers outside of the community.  

A Different Way to Deal with Food Insecurity: Income 

Many food banks and many organizations operating in the food insecurity realm ultimately 

wish for their services not to be needed. When asked what their plans were for the future, the 

OAFB stated: “…we hope ultimately food banks won’t be needed in the future, but at the same 
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time, should they be needed we want to be sure we’re providing quality service, welcoming 

environments, quality food and programming, and things like that.”  

The Nourish Project and the YRFN were adamant the root cause of food insecurity is 

income.  It is easier for people to understand emergency food than it is to talk about policy 

change (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project actively worked to change the way people talked 

about food insecurity and its root cause, income. The organization is making these changes 

through teaching, 

increasing awareness, and 

directly connecting people 

to one another (Nourish 

Project). For example, 

during the provincial 

election they held a series 

of workshops where they 

discussed how the political 

system operates and policy influences daily life (Nourish Project). The OAFB, on the other hand, 

reacts to policy changes through data collection and advocacy. They collect data from their 

member food banks that then allows them to assess policy impacts on food bank usage. 

 

Advocacy and Research 

Advocacy work was carried out by three of the organizations interviewed and mentioned by 

two others. First, the OAFB considered advocacy and research as a pillar of their organization. 

Organization: Nourish Project 
Location: Peterborough 
Mission: “To develop a dynamic local network of places for food 
dedicated to community, health and fairness. We strive to raise the 
profile and importance of food in our lives, our cultures and our 
economy by: 1) supporting the development of places for food in the 
City, in each Township and within both First Nations communities; and 
2) delivering programming which focuses on: access to healthy food, 
food literacy, advocacy and civic engagement” (Nourish Project, 2018, 
para. 2). 
 
The Nourish Project is a part of the YWCA. It runs programs such as 
community gardens, cooking classes, food boxes, they connect people 
living on low income to farmers, and they run advocacy and anti-
poverty programs. 



 81 

They collected real-time data from member food banks across the province through a system 

called The Link to Feed Count. That data was used to write quarterly and annual Hunger 

Reports outlining food insecurity trends in the province. Because they are an umbrella 

organization the OAFB is able to speak for their members in a way that food banks cannot 

advocate for themselves.  Through their advocacy work, the OAFB has also had an impact on 

policy making. They worked with the Government of Ontario to pass a bill that would allow 

farmers a 25% tax credit to offset their costs when donating fresh food to charitable 

organizations. 

Advocacy was also a central part of YRFN’s work. The organization was founded to do 

advocacy work and they have been involved in numerous advocacy efforts. These efforts 

include Do the Math, a data collection initiative to determine the cost of living in Ontario. 

Through that initiative they found that social assistance was under half the amount needed for 

individuals and households to live with dignity (YRFN). Another advocacy initiative that 

stemmed from YRFN was Freedom 90, a group of volunteers advocating to end the need for 

food banks and community meals by the time they were 90 (YRFN). At the time they were 

interviewed the YRFN was focused on their role as part of the York Region Food Charter 

Working Group and the development of a Food Charter for York Region and its potential to 

make system changes in the region. 

The Nourish Project has also moved towards advocacy and systems change work. They ran 

programs that trained volunteers of emergency food services and churches to understand food 

insecurity, what it is, and the root causes (Nourish Project). This program was developed to 

change the conversation around food insecurity.  The Nourish Project was also encouraging 
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local churches to form a coalition tasked with speaking to the Provincial Government, “to 

become a part of a campaign around engaging more conversations around poverty and around 

talking about food insecurity” (Nourish Project). Churches have existing credibility that can 

advocate for those experiencing poverty, and they are invested in seeing change because of 

their involvement in food banks and community meals (Nourish Project).  

The Nourish Project was involved in numerous advocacy programs and projects. They held a 

workshop series called Poverty Makes Me Sick where people talked about their lived 

experiences of poverty (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project was heavily involved in the Basic 

Income Peterborough Network, that raised awareness around Basic Income (Nourish Project). 

They also trained Peer Advocates, such as low-income seniors, to do peer-to-peer work with 

challenges such as income, health, and communication (Nourish Project). Finally, they were 

creating a new program that would train people with lived experiences of poverty to share their 

stories in the community. Through their advocacy work, the Nourish Project was trying to 

create change by pushing from the ground up, encouraging people with lived experiences of 

poverty, and those working in emergency food services to become advocates within their 

communities. 

The OAFB, YRFN, and Nourish Project present excellent examples of advocacy work within 

community food organizations. However, many organizations may not have the ability to carry 

out advocacy work, due to funding, capacity, or the desire to not be “political”. For example, 

Loving Spoonful said they run many programs with few staff, so time for advocacy is limited. 

Even so, they will support “anything that endorses people, like raising the minimum wage, 

getting people on social assistance more money…”, and the Basic Income Guarantee (Loving 
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Spoonful). Other organizations, such as Roots to Harvest, continually advocate for positive 

social change on a smaller scale, such their Get Fresh Café initiative to get nutritious and local 

food into school cafeterias . 

 

Food Waste & Food Rescue 

Food banks & Food rescue 

 One of the challenges food banks face is donation consistency throughout the year (PS45; 

OAFB). They are often strained for resources (PS45). Food rescue is one of the ways food banks 

attempt to balance their resource constraints and meet the needs of those they serve. Food 

banks have long been recipients of unsellable food (OAFB). In an interview, a food rescue 

operation explained they do not purchase any food. They traded and brokered with other 

organizations, local food drives, and collected donations from grocery stores (i.e. Food that is 

about to expire or excess food) to eliminate waste (PS57).  

 There are hidden costs to food waste and food rescue. When corporations donate wasted 

food they redirect the cost of disposal onto the charitable food sector (PS57). When rescuing 

food, organizations will receive rotting produce that needs to be sorted (PS57). One 

organization explained that food rescue requires a lot of labour to sort the food, and nearly 

20% is thrown out (PS45). Food waste is a huge cost to the charitable sector; however, some 

organizations are hesitant to talk about it out of fear donors will stop donating altogether 

(PS57).   



 84 

Complicating Food Waste & Food Insecurity 

 There is an increasing social consciousness around food waste that was noted by the 

OAFB. It is easy to look at food waste and food insecurity and see two problems that can solve 

one another (Nourish Project). However, pairing the two simplifies the complexity of both 

issues (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project suggested a divorcing of food waste and food 

security: “there’s definitely food that’s being wasted. No doubt about it. Just don’t think about 

food security. It has nothing to do with it. Remove that from the equation” (Nourish Project).  

While both are serious issues, and food waste is a “technical fix” for hunger, they are separate 

issues with different root causes (Nourish Project).  

  Food waste is a capitalist problem that is built into the food system (Nourish Project). In 

this system, food is treated as a commodity, not a public good or a right (Nourish Project). 

Whereas, income is the root of food insecurity (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project discussed 

their fear that food waste will consume all energy and resources intended for food security 

work, leaving no resources available for capacity building and system change (Nourish Project). 

The conversation around food security needs to be disrupted so income is at the core (Nourish 

Project).   

Fresh Food  

There were discussions by a few organizations around the supply and demand of fresh food 

in emergency food organizations. The OAFB said that most food banks are now offering more 

than just canned foods, such as providing services and fresh foods (OAFB). ).  There is now a 

large demand for fresh food in food banks (PS42). There has been a shift over the last 10 years 

as organizations have seen the benefit of fresh foods (PS57). One food rescue and distribution 
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organization handles primarily fresh food, at approximately 80% of the food that passes 

through their doors (PS57). They are trying to operate a large-scale food distribution network 

on volunteer power (PS57). They said the food landscape is like a quilt with volunteers binding 

everything together. Fresh food has become more prominent in emergency food organizations 

through food trends on the supply side and food rescue on the demand side. 

Creativity & Flexibility 

 From the interviews it became clear that creative thinking, problem solving, and 

resourcefulness is needed within the non-profit sector. Charitable organizations need to be 

resourceful, adaptive, and ready to jump on opportunities (PS45). The OAFB talked about how 

their member food banks are coming up with creative solutions:  

“I think one of their biggest triumphs is their dedication to their work and to their 
community and to those they serve. I think they’re exceptionally innovative. I think 
they’re very hardworking. They do so much with so little, so they really know how to 
make magic happen with very few resources. They’re tenacity, their endurance, their 
commitment is what I think is the most amazing about the food bank network” (OAFB).  
 

Because resources are scarce in the non-profit sector, organizations are forced to stretch their 

resources in innovative ways. 

For example, the OAFB mentioned that one of their members, the Mississauga Food Bank, 

started an aquaponics system that produced both fish and vegetables. The YRFN also discussed 

their past aquaponics set up. However, aquaponics at the time was relatively expensive, so they 

were unable to financially sustain the operation. Other food bank members were operating 

greenhouses, community gardens, creating partnerships with farmers and farmers’ markets, 

purchasing fresh food, etc. (OAFB). Food banks found innovative ways to procure fresh food for 

the people they serve. 
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Looking to Other Organizations 

Organizations may look to other organizations across Ontario, Canada, or North America for 

inspiration. Loving Spoonful was a part of the Good Food Organizations network. They looked 

to their community for inspiration and communicated with their local partners to see what 

would benefit them and their clients the most. Roots to Harvest drew inspiration from the 

Boston Food Project when starting to work with ‘youth at risk’ and youth employment. The 

Nourish Project scaled up a model from Toronto, Community Food Centres Canada (CFCC), to 

work across their region. The Nourish Project also has been contacted by other organizations 

for information about their operations (Nourish Project). Ideas for community programs are 

drawn from other organizations from around the province or continent then adapted to meet 

local needs. 

The Flexibility to End Unsuccessful Programs 

There are many organizations or programs that come into fruition, but then phase out. 

Loving Spoonful said when they run programming that is not working they stop. Loving 

Spoonful put a halt to their canning programs, which they found was an expensive way to 

supply produce during the winter (Loving Spoonful). As mentioned above, the YRFN ran an 

aquaponics project which they said was a “really great community builder” and an educational 

tool to teach people how systems work. However, the high hydro costs resulted in the 

shutdown of the project. A final example of an unsuccessful program was the OAFB’s 

Community Harvest Ontario gleaning program, where volunteers would harvest produce that 

farms grew on behalf of the OAFB. The program became beyond their means to sustain from 

staff resources to financial resources.  
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Organizations need to be dynamic and flexible in order to meet community needs, maintain 

funding, stretch their resources as far as possible, and respond to the political climate. There 

are many factors at play in the non-profit sector. This research is a snapshot in time and by the 

time I finish writing this thesis, new programs or organizations may have emerged, while some 

of the programs I examined might no longer exist due to the ever changing nature of 

organizations.  

The Food Bank Model 

The origin and the debates surrounding the food bank model were discussed in three 

interviews. The OAFB explained that the food bank model gained traction in the 1980s when 

food banks started to emerge across the province. Food banks were intended to fill an 

emergency need and act as a last resort for those who were experiencing moderate to severe 

food insecurity (OAFB). The OAFB then formed in 1992 after 11 food banks banded together to 

have an entity coordinate communication and contacts between the food bank network 

(OAFB). The OAFB is now composed of 130 direct members and over 1100 affiliates (food banks 

that are ‘members of their members’).  Around the same time as OAFB formed, in some 

regions, churches that ran food banks came together to make a central consolidated food bank, 

such as the Aurora Food Pantry in York Region (YRFN). Over time, due to the increasing need 

and pressure placed on regional food banks, some of those churches have since re-opened their 

own food banks (YRFN). 

  Despite the prominence of food banks, food insecurity has remained relatively consistent 

over the last decade (OAFB). The food bank model is not without its critics. During their 

interview the YRFN discussed the problematic nature of the food bank system. They argued 
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that food banks offer poor quality food, do not supply enough food, and do not provide a real 

solution to food insecurity. They proceeded to say that food banks are good for the volunteers 

and the community because “it’s a nice way to feel that you are contributing,” but the positive 

aspects of food banks fail to reach the people who actually use them. They said people are not 

being critical when they donate to food banks. The only real solution to food insecurity is 

improved income. The Nourish Project highlighted that there has been the same ineffective 

model for the last 40 years, so it is time for organizations to create a new model. There is a 

collective desire to do just that; however, an effective model remains to be found (Nourish 

Project). 

Dignity 

Dignity was an important part of working with those facing food insecurity or living in 

poverty. Organizations took a number of approaches to be sensitive to stigma and to maintain 

participants’ dignity. For instance, the Nourish Project continually had conversations and check-

ins with the participants of their food box program to ensure it was what participants wanted 

and needed. Another example was an affordable market that worked to reduce stigma by 

making vouchers available to everyone who filled out a survey, regardless of income level 

(PS19). 

Food Security Continuum 

The Food Security Continuum is a theoretical approach to working with food security and 

distributing resources to manage acute hunger while simultaneously working towards larger 

systemic change. The Food Security Continuum has three stages: emergency food, capacity 

building, and moving towards system change (Nourish Project). The Nourish Project used the 
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Food Security Continuum to organize themselves when they were founded (Nourish Project). 

They considered the original emergency food system and food bank model to be a band-aid 

solution, and they sought to do more through the Food Security Continuum framework 

(Nourish Project). 

Though not stated explicitly, Loving Spoonful was also oriented around the food security 

continuum.  They operated in the ‘emergency’ food sphere through food rescue initiatives that 

enhanced organization and household budgets by reducing the amount needed to purchase 

food. They also worked in the skill and capacity building realm through school gardens, 

community kitchens, and building food skills. Finally, they worked on the larger picture issues, 

and system change, through initiatives such as their poverty reduction Circles program that 

supports people experiencing poverty to meet their goals to become self-sufficient  (Loving 

Spoonful). 

Food Skills & Education 

Food skills and education were important components of many fresh food programs. One 

organization said that education was intertwined with their work (PS27). Another organization, 

an affordable market, said their market serves as a place of learning through regular 

workshops, children’s activities, and exposure to fresh food, farmers, and community (PS19).  

Educational workshops in schools were a prominent type of programming carried out by 

fresh food organizations. In schools, one organization ran a program that emphasized healthy 

food and local eating. However, there was a lack of investment by the schools and teachers in 

time, energy, and financial resources (PS27).  Similarly, Loving Spoonful ran an extensive school 

program called the GROW Project. Students were engaged with the hands-on aspect of the 
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garden, cultivated an interest in healthy food, and felt pride in growing and donating food 

(Loving Spoonful). Many teachers are incorporating Loving Spoonful’s programming, but not 

extending it (Loving Spoonful). School programs require an engaged teacher to be able to 

incorporate gardens into teaching. Loving Spoonful was also in the process of developing a 

curriculum for teachers to engage their students in the school gardens (Loving Spoonful).  

Educational programs not only included community and school programs, but also 

extended into organizations teaching other organizations. Roots to Harvest ran a Community 

Grower Program that worked with organizations to incorporate gardens into their programming 

or infrastructure. They were training other organizations within the community to incorporate 

food. To support that work they also had tool lending libraries (Roots to Harvest). This made 

gardening and food production more accessible to both individuals and organizations within the 

community. 

Place-Based 

Community food 

programs are community 

dependent and place-

based. Roots to Harvest 

pointed out that there are 

universal needs, but 

everywhere is specific and 

organizations need to work within the local context. In a similar light, Loving Spoonful looked to 

Organization: Loving Spoonful 
Location: Kingston 
Mission: “Loving Spoonful connects people with good food across 
Kingston & Area.  Working toward a healthier, more connected 
community, Loving Spoonful provides programs and champions 
policies affecting food security, poverty, social inclusion, and 
community health.” (Loving Spoonful, 2020, para.3) 
 
Loving Spoonful began with the desire to reduce food waste through a 
food rescue program (Loving Spoonful). They participate in food 
rescue, fresh market stands, gleaning, community kitchens, school 
garden programs, poverty reduction circles, mental health 
programming, and advocacy work (Loving Spoonful). They emphasized 
community and community building in their work (Loving Spoonful). 
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their community for inspiration and communicated with their local partners to meet the needs 

of their community first (Loving Spoonful). 

Organization Origin 

Organizations are often established to meet place-based needs. A social development 

council explained that they formed the same year their city’s largest employer shut down. Half 

of the people who were of working age were unemployed and the city needed to redefine 

itself, so they formed a social development council, which also included a poverty and food 

security initiative (PS 42). 

Similarly, an affordable market originated based on place-specific needs. A grocery store in 

a lower income area of the city closed down (the only grocery store in that neighbourhood), 

leaving only convenience stores in the area, or requiring residents to travel outside of their 

neighbourhood to purchase food. A working group formed and research was spearheaded by a 

local academic. One of the major findings was the demand for a local farmers’ market in the 

neighbourhood. An affordable food market organization formed to provide an access site for 

fresh, local, affordable food (PS19). Organizations are often rooted in place and react to locally-

based needs. 

Food Banks 

When speaking with the OAFB, they stated: “there’s no such thing as a typical food bank.” 

Food banks, depending on the location, offer a wide array of services (i.e., cooking classes, 

counselling, childcare etc.), and act as social service centres. Some food banks are small, 

whereas others are serving networks of their own (OAFB). The OAFB recognized that each 

community organization was adapted to service their community and determine the needs of 
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their own community. Even when OAFB facilitated distribution of food donations to their 

members they kept in mind “the needs of each community are quite different as well, so you 

want to kind of be mindful of what’s happening.” They based the distribution of fresh food 

donations on the needs of the community.  

Place-Dependent Program Success 

The success of a program may be dependent on place. One organization that was 

interviewed established communal community gardens in subsidized housing areas. The 

community cared for the gardens and the participants receive the produce (PS39). In some 

locations the gardens became gathering places in the community, for instance, one community 

built a gazebo with their garden (PS39). However, the success of gardens is dependent on the 

place (PS39).  

 

Community Building 

Themes of community building emerged during the interviews. Community building took 

the following three forms in these discussions: organizations as community builders, spaces of 

community building, and programs to build community. 

Organizations as Community Builders 

Two of the organizations interviewed took on the role of connector or community builder 

within their cities. One organization acted as a facilitator in their community to connect land 

with groups and organizations looking to run gardens. They acted as facilitators rather than 

orchestrating every part of the process, allowing the community to build resilience for a more 

sustainable community (PS27). This organization was well connected within their community 



 93 

and relied on their partnerships to keep them going (PS27). Their presence in the community-

generated dialogue about healthy local food, and their work allowed the local food bank to run 

a mobile produce market (PS27). Through their community connections this organization has 

built community resilience, generated dialogue, and increased access to fresh food. 

Another organization that worked to build community was Roots to Harvest. They took on 

the role of a “connector” in their community. They worked across different realms, including 

education, social work, and employment, and they had the ability to connect and translate 

across those sectors. As connectors, they were are also constantly open to partnerships and 

working with others in the community (Roots to Harvest). When organizations act as 

community builders they work to connect individuals, groups, and organizations in their 

community. 

Spaces of Community Building 

Organizations create spaces to foster community building. The YRFN used food 

programming to build community and teach skills. Their kids cooking programs also provided 

space for parents to meet new people and talk about challenges, such as the experience of 

being a newcomer, and through those conversations, build community (YRFN). 

One of the affordable food markets intentionally created special events once a month to 

celebrate and bring together their community (PS19). The market’s purpose was not only to 

offer fresh affordable local food choices, but to provide a space for people to meet and foster a 

sense of community.  
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Programs that Build Community  

Roots to Harvest ran a program that was designed to build community. They used urban 

farming as a way to employ youth facing barriers including social, employment, and/or 

academic barriers.  Their youth programs strived to improve community conditions and 

improve capacity within the community.  Through their work they showed youth how to be part 

of a community and add value to that community (Roots to Harvest). 

 

Labour 

Organizations need either volunteers, staff, or a combination of both to operate. 

Organizations greatly vary on the amount of volunteer time they use. Some organizations 

interviewed were completely volunteer-run and operated on a “bare-bones” budget (PS27; 

PS33). OAFB reported that 30% of their member food banks are run purely by volunteers 

(OAFB). On the other hand, one organization worked with minimal volunteers. Roots to Harvest 

did not have the capacity to work with volunteers, other than a volunteer board of directors 

and a fundraising committee. One organization expressed that getting volunteers can be a 

challenge when programs operate during business hours (Loving Spoonful). Similarly, another 

organization said that there is a lot of power in one or two dedicated and passionate volunteers 

(PS27). 

Passion and dedication were also part of the discussions about staff (i.e. Loving Spoonful). 

Roots to Harvest emphasized that having good staff is important, especially when it comes to 

relationship building. The staff of non-profits often need to become jack-of-all-trades to keep 

the organizations running, which makes it difficult for staff to work where they excel (Roots to 
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Harvest).  In some cases, staff would work more than they were paid because their passion for 

the work (PS42), however this shows that there is valuable work being performed in the 

community, but that work is undervalued and underpaid.  

Hope among staff was a minor, though important, theme that emerged from the Nourish 

Project interview. The Nourish Project emphasized the importance of maintaining hope through 

their work as a team: “[We] never [minimize] what we can do, even if it isn’t going to change 

the world… there’s a feeling that yes it can be very challenging, but we’re not all-powerful as 

individuals. And so, to remember to look at places that give us hope, so that we can continue to 

do this work.” There are many challenges that come with working for non-profit organizations 

and working within the food insecurity or anti-poverty realm. One such challenge can be feeling 

overburdened or the impossibility of trying to accomplish big-picture goals. Celebrating 

successes while recognizing limitations was an important part of maintaining hope and 

preventing burn out (Nourish Project). 

In summary, this section examined the results of my database, phone surveys, and 

interviews that set out to answer the following research questions: who is running fresh food 

programs in Ontario’s small- and medium-sized urban areas?; what fresh food services and 

programs are organizations providing, and to what extent?; why are organizations running fresh 

food programs and what are the effects of these programs? In Ontario, there are approximately 

491 food banks and organizations that run fresh food programming. Of the organizations 

surveyed, many were food banks, distribution centres, or food rescue operations. However, a 

wide array of organizations participated in fresh food programming including, but not limited 

to, community health centres, environmental organizations, community food organizations, 



 96 

and development councils. Often fresh food operations were relatively small, were dependant 

on grants and/or donations, and were well connected within their communities. Through the 

phone surveys themes started to emerge including partnerships, failed programming, funding 

and access to resources, capacity, community engagement, dignity and sigma, and more. These 

themes helped inform the questions asked during the semi-structured interviews. Through the 

interviews some themes were built upon and new themes emerged, including relationships, 

food as a means to other goals, income and policy changes, advocacy and research, food waste 

and food rescue, community building, and more. Fresh food initiatives included good food 

boxes, affordable food markets, community gardens, food rescue, gleaning and connections 

with farmers. Organizations ran these programs for a wide range of reasons including to 

increase fresh food access, meet the needs of their communities, increase resources, build 

community, and engage community. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss how the results of my research intersect with 

the literature. This research focused on community organizations that participate in fresh food 

programming and activities across Ontario’s small- and medium-sized cities. It examined who is 

running fresh food programing, the extent of those programs, the reason behind them and the 

effects they have. 

 The themes that emerged through this research are numerous. Each theme could have 

entire studies dedicated to it, and some have (i.e. Bedore, 2018a). Due to time and space 

constraints, I am putting aside some of the findings with smaller amounts of content (such as 

dignity), or that span beyond the scope of this project (such as food skills through community 

kitchens) in order to explore themes that were more prominent in my research. In this section I 

have selected four of these themes to focus on: the place-based nature of food work, food as a 

means to achieve other goals, income and policy changes, and the pairing of food rescue and 

food waste.  In food geography, the place-based nature of food is a central topic. Food as a 

means to achieve other goals was an unexpected theme that emerged across numerous 

organizations and was underrepresented in the literature. Income and policy changes as the 

solution to food insecurity were emphasized by both organizations and the literature. Finally, 

within the last few years there has been a simple pairing of food charity and food waste that 

researchers and the general population alike have encouraged, however, my findings show the 

relationship between the two is highly complicated and problematic. 
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Food & Place  

 A place-based approach is a bottom-up approach to development that emphasizes social 

participation and social infrastructure, and takes a critical approach when addressing challenges 

in local communities (Yan & Sutherland, 2019).  Many organizations have grassroots origins and 

emerged out of a local, place-based need, whether it was a local economic or social shift (PS19; 

PS42), a larger political shift (i.e. Nourish Project’s good food box), a desire to improve 

communities or to address ongoing issues. Many local organizations perform work that is 

rooted in place to fit local needs. Community-based food justice organizations perform 

community-centred work (Porter, 2018b).  Their work centres around connecting people and 

organizations within the community, promoting the local community-based food system, and 

focusing on community through their activities (Porter, 2018b). 

Because of the lack of government involvement in food insecurity and community food 

initiatives there is a need for place-based responses. Reflexive, place-based governance is 

needed to solve food insecurity (Sonnino et al., 2016). Having a place-based approach allows 

actors from various sectors and levels to address food insecurity through the inequalities of the 

local foodscape (Sonnino et al., 2016). However, local micro-politics and political-economic 

contexts can hinder social change when trying to address food insecurity through place-based 

approaches (Coulson & Sonnino, 2019), such as the experience of YRFN’s efforts when initiating 

a food policy council. Place may also determine the success for some programs. Some initiatives 

that work in one place may not work in others (PS1; PS39; PS49). Local needs determine the 

programming that is needed and what will work within communities.   

 



 99 

Examples of place-based work are echoed in the literature. For example, The Stop 

Community Food Centre in Toronto is a well-studied community food organization rooted in 

place that is looked to as one of the key alternative models to food banks. They examine the 

needs of their community and base their programming on those needs (Saul & Curtis, 2013). A 

second example is the place-based work of a neighbourhood house on Vancouver’s Downtown 

East Side. The neighbourhood house provided food-based programs to build connections and 

provide food suited for the people they sought to serve (Yan & Sutherland, 2019).  Place-based 

needs determine the programming carried out by organizations. 

Many organizations focused on relationship building, a fundamentally place-based action 

within their communities. Organizations can act as community connectors and organizers to 

unite efforts in the community and maximize impact (Nourish Project; Roots to Harvest). Many 

organizations rely on community partnerships, such as Loving Spoonful who depended on their 

partnerships to access program participants and conduct their work. The emphasis 

organizations place on partnerships and relationships shows that community organizations 

cannot work in isolation from other work in the community. This is reflected in Coulson and 

Sonnino (2019) who described food coalitions in the United Kingdom as place-based 

partnerships working towards systemic change in the food system. Partnerships are often a 

complex web of actors, discourses, and priorities (Coulson & Sonnino, 2019). 

In addition to relationship building, community organizations are dedicated to place and 

building a sense of place. Community-based organizations invest in community food production 

through growing produce; supporting gardens, gardeners, and farmers; fostering food 

production; building connections between people and organizations; promoting the community 
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food system; and using their activities to integrate with the community (Porter, 2018b). Poulos, 

Golaszewski, Laska, & Pasch (2019) explored best practices in food-based organizations, which 

included clear communication in the organization and within the community, as well as building 

and maintaining community partnerships.  A number of organizations emphasized community 

building and increasing community sustainability (PS27; Roots to Harvest); creating spaces to 

build community, such as community kitchens or places where people can convene (PS19; 

YRFN); or programs specifically meant to build community (Roots to Harvest). Organizations 

often seek to build sense of place through building community. Not only do organizations 

emerge from place and community, but they also contribute to building a sense of place 

(Thomas, Gaede, Jurin, & Connolly, 2008).  

In contrast to other organizations conducting fresh food programming, food banks have a 

model that is similar across communities. They may have started as grassroots organizations, 

intended to alleviate local hunger, but quickly institutionalized with the emergence of bodies 

like Food Banks Canada and OAFB (Riches, 2002). The OAFB is part of an institutionalized system 

that now encourages specific types of programming through grants, such as community 

gardens, updated infrastructure targeted at food rescue operations, and children food literacy 

classes. The OAFB said that many food banks across Ontario look similar, yet there is “no such 

thing as a typical food bank” because they offer a wide array of services that are adapted to 

determine local needs and service their own communities. Even though food banks are 

prescribed organizations, some food banks also carry out place-based activities that are 

determined by the needs of their communities. 
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Food as A Means to Achieve Other Goals  

 Food is often used by organizations as a means to accomplish various goals. Food can be 

used to teach skills, bring people together, build community, and more. Food brings people 

together in unique ways (Tanaka et al., 2015). This research shows that organizations use food 

to achieve ‘big picture’ work within their communities. As one organization said, food can be 

used as a “vessel for which to carry out larger work and to advocate for the many issues that 

interconnect with food” (Loving Spoonful). Food is universal and can not only act as a way to 

bring people together, but as a lens with which to view and discuss systemic issues such as 

poverty, health, minimum wage, housing, etc. Community food programming was used by some 

organizations to attract people to get involved in their community and to generate political 

engagement (Nourish Project). Food, particularly community kitchens, was also used as a way to 

engage with the community (Loving Spoonful). Another organization who worked with youth 

used food as a way to build experience, confidence, provide opportunities, generate 

employment, and as a way to understand larger systemic issues (Roots to Harvest).  

For many organizations developing food skills and providing some form of education was 

intertwined with their work, whether it be school programming, workshops, educational events, 

or providing support to other organizations through education. Food can be used to provide 

learning opportunities or as a way to build food skills. Food was also used as a way to build 

community through purposefully designed programs (i.e. Roots to Harvest), creating a space for 

sharing and breaking down barriers (i.e. community kitchens), building community resiliency 

(i.e. PS27), and connecting people and organizations. 
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Build Community & Civic Engagement 

There are numerous examples within the literature of community food programs being used 

for a larger purpose such as community building (Sumner, 2018; Yan & Sutherland, 2019) and 

civic engagement (Poulos et al., 2019; Tornaghi, 2017). In some organizations, food is used as a 

communicative instrument in building community (Yan & Sutherland, 2019). Meals provide a 

space where people can connect, an opportunity which can be especially important for people 

who are socially isolated or materially deprived (Yan & Sutherland, 2019).  

Although not a focus in this research, community kitchens were often cited by organizations 

as important places for building connections and community. This has also been found in the 

literature, where community kitchens have had a positive effect on people who are socially 

isolated because they encourage socialization and community engagement (Loopstra, 2018, 

Smith-Carrier et al., 2017; Sumner, 2018). Community kitchens are community food programs 

where participants prepare food together and are often taught food skills such as cooking and 

budgeting (Loopstra, 2018). Participants of community kitchens reported consuming more 

nutritious food, improved social skills, increased cooking skills and confidence when cooking, 

and higher self-reliance (Loopstra, 2018).  Preparing, preserving and cooking food are key 

spaces for community building in urban agriculture initiatives (Del Casino, 2015). 

Similar to my research, community gardens and urban agriculture have also been cited in 

the literature as positive community spaces. Community gardens not only act as a way to access 

fresh fruits and vegetables, they are also sites for community building, civic engagement, and 

physical and social wellbeing (Porter, 2018a; Poulos et al., 2019). Krebs-Moberg and Ormsby 

(2019) examined community garden programming and found that gardeners displayed pride, 
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positive mental health benefits, and positive health impacts. Gardens were used by some 

participants as entertainment, exercise, or a distraction, rather than for food security (Krebs-

Moberg & Ormsby, 2019). Tornaghi (2017) found that urban agriculture also promotes political 

engagement, self-empowerment and learning through a hands-on approach. At its roots, urban 

agriculture seeks to change the food system and has deep ties to the food justice and food 

sovereignty movements (Tornaghi, 2017).  

Like much of my research and the literature, in my experience working on a community 

food project in Prince Rupert, the original intention of the project was to supply the Nisga’a 

population with fresh produce. However, it quickly became apparent that the climate, soil, and 

infrastructure available would make that an expensive task. The project soon pivoted to be 

more about community building, capacity building, and encouraging healthy lifestyles through 

harvest volunteer days, container gardening workshops, and supplying fresh produce to Elders 

and families. 

 

Income and Policy 

Income is the root cause of poverty and the greatest barrier to accessing food (Nourish 

Project). It is through policies that these income barriers were formed, but also the way they  

can be addressed. The actions of governments have a large impact on the lives of those living in 

poverty and who are food insecure. Food insecurity is tied to income levels and investments in 

social security spending (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019).  The OAFB made the following statement in 

their interview: “It’s absolutely very challenging when benefits and supports and things like 

minimum wage aren’t keeping pace with the rise of living costs.” Social security policies and 
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minimum wage impacts the day to day lives of people accessing food banks and many other 

community food programs. When these policies are unable to keep up with the rising costs of 

living, it falls back on the charitable sector. This finding was consistent with Pollard & Booth’s 

(2019) argument that the government’s lack of involvement in food insecurity issues has 

brought forward civil society organizations. In Ontario, many of the food insecurity initiatives 

performed by governments are now dedicated to strengthening food charity institutions 

(Tarasuk et al., 2019b). Hunger is often seen as a problem to be solved by charity, rather than 

framed as a political rights-based issue (Pine & de Souza, 2013).  

The State’s Contribution to Community Food Programs 

This research found that the state, or state-run institutions, are involved in food 

organizations in various ways. Examples of this include community programs run through 

community health centres (i.e. gardens, food boxes, and food policy councils); dietitians 

involvement in programs; municipalities providing grants to community organizations; and cities 

taking over management of all community gardens. However, these cases are far outnumbered 

by the organizations that receive no support from the government (OAFB). Loving Spoonful said 

the government should be funding their programs because they are carrying out work towards 

the human right to food, a right the government has neglected. There is a basic human need 

that is not being met by the government. Government austerity and reductions in the social 

safety net caused food banks (and later other community food programs) to emerge in the first 

place. Now, what was supposed to be a temporary solution is here to stay until the government 

takes action to reduce poverty through policy targeted at increasing incomes.  
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Impact of Policy Changes 

When it comes to food insecurity work, there are many factors that come into play. 

Government actions are one of the major uncontrollable factors for organizations. Policy shifts, 

especially changes to social assistance, greatly impact the food organizations.  When there are 

cuts in social assistance, the social safety net is weakened, impacting the demand and strain put 

on the charitable sector. Changes in government can pose a large challenge to people living in 

poverty, with social assistance cuts and alterations in poverty reduction strategies. For example, 

Ontario’s conservative provincial government in the 1990s made deep cuts (of 21.6%) to social 

assistance, eliminated rent control, halted plans to develop affordable housing, and focused 

their discourse on “lazy poor people” (Saul & Curtis, 2013). One interviewed organization noted 

that this particular cut in social spending is still affecting people on social assistance today. 

Food insecurity has been connected to macroeconomic conditions, wages, food price, and 

social policy (Li et al., 2016). Investing in social security programs has been shown to decrease 

food insecurity (Loopstra, 2018). Whereas cuts to social welfare and low public spending gives 

way to food insecurity and higher food bank use (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Loopstra et al., 2015; 

Loopstra, 2018; Pollard & Booth, 2019). The study performed by Li et al. (2016) examined British 

Columbia’s social assistance increases and highlighted the sensitive relationship between food 

insecurity and social assistance. This vulnerability leads to higher rates of food insecurity for 

households on a social assistance income (Tarasuk et al., 2014a; Li et al., 2016).  

There are differences in food insecurity across provinces and territories that are not only 

reflective of macroeconomic conditions, but also of different social policies in each region, such 

as minimum wage and social assistance (Tarasuk et al., 2019a). For example, in Newfoundland, 
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food insecurity rates were cut in half when the province improved their social assistance 

programs (Loopstra et al., 2015b in Li et al., 2016). Governance plays a critical role as both the 

driver and solution to food security (Candel, 2014 in Sonnino et al., 2016).  

To shift away from charity-based models, people need to have the resources to obtain their 

own food (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017). There is a need to move from a charitable model to a 

rights-based approach (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017) that addresses the systemic causes of food 

insecurity (Pollard & Booth, 2019). A rights-based approach would address and eliminate the 

root causes of food insecurity through means such as a living minimum wage (Anderson, 2013), 

and investments in housing, childcare, health care, income security, etc. (Loopstra, 2018).   

Current government income transfers like the Ontario Child Tax Benefit and the Canada 

Child Benefit, so long as they are indexed to inflation, are able to impact household food 

security for eligible households (Brown & Tarasuk, 2019; Loopstra, 2018; Tarasuk et al., 2019b). 

Old age pensions are an example of a government fixed income that has been shown to reduce 

food insecurity (Emery et al., 2013a).  A universal income transfer initiative such as basic income 

or negative income tax would provide people the means to meet their own needs with dignity 

(Smith-Carrier et al., 2017). 

Advocacy and Research  

Organizations working with people living in poverty want to work themselves out of a job 

(OAFB). As discussed in Koc and Bas (2012), civil society organizations have been forced into the 

role of acting as the voice of “the public”, typically at their own expense (Koc & Bas, 2012). 

Advocacy and research can be an important part of an organizations’ activities to advocate for 

the people they work with. Advocacy can be done on a grassroots level or policy level. The 
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Nourish Project worked on a grassroots level, working to change the way people talk about food 

insecurity and poverty within their community. They mobilized local people invested in issues of 

poverty and food insecurity to be advocates in their own community and beyond.  

Advocacy can also be done at a policy level. The OAFB, for instance, collected data and 

wrote reports about the impact of policy on those who are food insecure. The OAFB also 

advocates for their member food banks in ways the smaller organizations are unable to do so 

for themselves. YRFN was also part of advocacy efforts that involved data collection, and food 

policy councils. Other organizations, such as Roots to Harvest will advocate locally for the youth 

that are a part of their programs, or Loving Spoonful will support advocacy efforts such as 

raising the minimum wage, raising social assistance, and Basic Income. The capacity to advocate 

and conduct research varies across organizations. Many community-based food organizations 

advocate for similar income-related policies. For instance, food banks across Canada have come 

together to support basic income (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017).   

 

Food Waste 

There has been an increasing social consciousness towards food waste. When speaking with 

organizations it became clear that, as Kinach et al. (2019) highlight, the relationship between 

food waste and food insecurity is complex.  There has been an increasing amount of energy and 

resources placed on food waste as a solution to food insecurity. There is concern from food 

organizations that food rescue is a drain on time, energy, and finances. Historically, food banks 

and emergency food aid have sucked resources from communities, acting as a “band-aid 
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solution”, leaving the issue of food insecurity unsolved for decades. With resources focused on 

food rescue, there is a worry that food rescue will become the “new food banks”. 

Charitable organizations are presented as the solution to food waste. However, these 

organizations do not have the capacity or ability to address food waste or food insecurity at a 

surface level, let alone the root causes (Warshawsky, 2015). Additionally, corporate food waste 

is unable to provide sufficient quantities or nutritionally adequate food to people who are food 

insecure (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017). The food bank model acts as a “politically correct way to 

recycle food waste” (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017, p. 43), rather than a solution to food waste or 

food insecurity. 

This research found that food banks are strained for resources and face challenges with 

inconsistency of supply of food throughout the year. Food rescue has been one way for 

organizations, particularly food banks, to mitigate the demand on their services. This finding is 

consistent with the literature that indicates food banks face supply challenges and rely mainly 

on food donations and food rescue (Kinach et al., 2019). Food banks participate in food rescue 

or gleaning to bring fresh and nutritious food into their organizations (Kinach et al., 2019; Lee et 

al., 2017). 

Food waste is often presented as a paradox in academia; it is discussed alongside food 

insecurity and obesity (Lee et al., 2017; Munesue, Masui, & Fushima, 2015; Sharma, Upadhyaya, 

Bounds, & Markham, 2017; Swinburne & Sandson, 2019). One organization made the argument 

it is simple to pair together two large issues to “fix” each other. It is easy for the public to 

understand simple “fixes”. Despite that, food waste and food insecurity have different root 

causes and cannot solve one another (Kinach et al., 2019; Pollard & Booth, 2019). The 
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conversations surrounding food insecurity and food waste need to be disrupted, divorced, and 

their root causes placed at the core.  

Food waste was marked by some organizations as a capitalist problem that stems from food 

being treated as a commodity, rather than a public good or right. Cox, (2008) argues 

commodification of food has resulted in a system where those who are hungry cannot afford 

food. Food insecurity, on the other hand, was commonly accepted by organizations as an 

income problem that stems from inadequate funds and a broken social safety net. Food rescue 

is another “in the meantime” solution, which is a contested topic with many contrasting 

perceptions, indicating the complexity of the issue (Kinach et al., 2019).   

The Hidden Costs of Food Rescue 

Part of the complexity of food rescue is its hidden cost. The charitable food sector requires 

physical capacity in order to participate in food rescue activities.  Food Banks Canada has a 

capacity building and transportation program that provides funding to food banks for 

equipment to make operations run smoother, i.e. cube van, forklift, truck, refrigerated truck, 

cold room, walk-in freezer, and/or loading dock (Food Banks Canada, 2020). This is one of the 

ways that food insecurity funds are being focused on the emergency ‘in the meantime’ solution 

rather than addressing the root cause of food insecurity. 

Not only is the infrastructure a large expense, but the cost of disposal is another hidden cost 

of food rescue. The corporation donating saves the cost of disposal of the “wasted” product by 

donating it to the charitable food sector. As discussed by Kinach et al. (2019) when corporations 

or producers donate large quantities of perishable foods, this acts as a form of offloading of 

disposal and labour costs onto the charitable sector. However, the charitable sector then bears 
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the cost of sorting and disposing of product that is unsalvageable. Food waste is a huge cost to 

the charitable sector. In the phone surveys, a few organizations mentioned building 

partnerships with farmers to divert spoiled food from disposal. Some organizations were 

hesitant to reject poor quality or spoiled food for fear that donors would stop donating. This 

finding was consistent with the literature which says food banks do not want to reject poor 

quality products for the chance there may be some good quality food intermixed (Kinach et al., 

2019).  One organization estimated about 10% of what they received in donations was thrown 

out due to poor quality, which is the same percentage cited in Sharma et al. (2017).  

Policy Changes to Reduce Food Waste 

To address food waste and food insecurity, as discussed above, policy needs to be 

implemented. Currently, in Ontario, there is a Good Samaritan Law, that the OFAB was a pivotal 

part of, to encourage producers and retailers to donate food. However, Kinach et al. (2019) 

found that the tax credit was not influential in farmers’ decision to donate.  A tax credit is not a 

food insecurity solution, rather, symbolically it says food banks are here to stay (Kinach et al., 

2019). As Macdiarmid, Lang, and Haines (2016) argue, food rescue takes away from the idea 

that food waste needs to be prevented. Food waste should be prevented before anything else 

(Papargyropoulou, Lozano, Steinberger, Wright, & bin Ujang, 2014). The strongest solution to 

food waste is food system change and reducing food surplus at the source (Pollard & Booth, 

2019). There needs to be policy change to reduce waste where it is created. Warshawsky (2015) 

and Macdiarmid et al. (2016) suggested government regulation is needed to reduce food waste 

significantly through the regulation of the entities that produce food waste, such as households 
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and food businesses. Munesue et al. (2015) found that food waste reduction in itself will reduce 

hunger and use natural resources more effectively and sustainably.  

 

Limitations of Research 

This research is not without its limitations. These limitations include the phone surveys 

turned interviews, not contacting all fresh food organizations within my study area, excluding 

larger city centres, the self-reporting nature of this research, and a narrow food program scope 

which excluded community kitchens. Several of my phone surveys spontaneously turned into 

interviews which generated a number of limitations, such as the amount of time respondents 

had to answer questions. I also did not have the ethics clearance to include these organizations’ 

names in my thesis. However, the most significant limitation was my preparation level. For my 

semi-structured interviews, I was able to conduct a preliminary analysis of the phone surveys 

that highlighted emerging themes. This allowed me to prepare in-depth questions that gleaned 

more information on those themes. However, with my phone surveys that spontaneously 

turned into interviews, I was asking general interview questions along with the phone survey 

questions, and I was unprepared to ask more detailed or follow-up questions about the themes 

that were beginning to emerge. The interviews that did not originate with phone surveys often 

contained richer, more detailed information.  

Another limitation was that not all fresh food organizations within the study parameters 

were included in my study. A vast majority of them were contacted, however there was a 

handful of fresh food organizations that were going to be potential in-person interviews. Due to 



 112 

time constraints I was unable to contact these organizations at all, meaning their valuable 

insights into their community, food work, and food insecurity are left unstudied.  

This research also excluded urban areas with populations above 300,000 people. There are 

many creative community food projects happening in the GTA cities, Hamilton, London, and 

Ottawa that serve as inspiration for some of the organizations with whom I spoke. There should 

be further research on community food projects in these cities. 

This research was based on organizations self-reported information and there was no 

evaluation of the effectiveness of these programs. Future research could evaluate the 

effectiveness of these community food programs to measure to what extent they are meeting 

different goals, such as building community connections and their impact on community food 

security. Additional research should also consider including the voices of those using these 

programs and services. As discussed by both Pine and de Souza (2013) and Coulson and Sonnino 

(2019), in research there tends to be an exclusion of voices of those who are most vulnerable to 

food insecurity and who have lived experiences of poverty. 

Finally, there were themes that emerged that were beyond the scope of my research, such 

as food literacy and community kitchens. However, this was clearly an important component to 

a number of organizations as they brought it up unprompted. While I touched on these themes 

in this thesis, there were no questions specifically targeted to draw out information on these 

themes. Food literacy and community kitchens might be an area for future research, especially 

in the context of community building and place. 

This chapter focused on how the results of this research and the literature intersect. The 

first theme explored was revolved around food geography and how food is connected to place 
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and community. The next theme that emerged from the research was food as a means to 

achieve other goals, such as community building, civic engagement, and as a lens to see other 

social issues. Then, the impact of policy on both organizations and income was discussed 

alongside a rights-based approach to food. The advocacy and research efforts of organizations 

were also discussed on both a grassroots and policy scale. Finally, the growing social 

consciousness around food waste and food rescue as a solution to food insecurity was 

problematized. The charitable food system is often viewed as a solution to food waste, when in 

actuality food waste and food insecurity have vastly different root causes. The issues of food 

waste and food insecurity need to be divorced. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 This research set out to examine fresh food programming in small- and medium-sized 

urban areas in Ontario. I sought to answer the following questions: who is running fresh food 

programs in Ontario’s small- and medium-sized urban areas?; what fresh food services and 

programs are organizations providing, and to what extent?; Why are organizations running 

fresh food programs and what are the effects of these programs? These questions gave way to 

the following objectives: identify food banks and organizations that run fresh food programs in 

Ontario’s small to medium-sized urban areas; determine the range of activities and programs 

run by food banks and other organizations; examine the implications of fresh food access and 

fresh food programming at the organizational level; and contribute to existing literature on 

community food organizations and fresh food programming. To answer these questions and 

meet these objectives I compiled a database of organizations, administered phone surveys to 

organizations who participated in fresh food programming, performed in-depth interviews with 

select organizations, and acted as a participant observer to community food programs through 

my position as a Mitacs intern in Prince Rupert, BC.  

The food bank model is insufficient at meeting needs of the hungry and ignores the root 

cause of food insecurity. Food banks build community for volunteers and donors, while 

perpetuating the stigmatization of passive food bank users. In contrast to the food bank model, 

a community food security approach and community food program model has the potential to 

reduce stigma, build community, and challenge class divides. However, organizations that 

challenge the passive charitable model are still a minority of organizations performing food 

work. 
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There were four major findings that emerged from this research.  First, organizations are 

tied to place as they respond to place-based needs and perform community work at the local 

scale. Place can determine the success or failure of programs, depending on community needs. 

Organizations are unable to work in isolation from their community. One of the major activities 

of organizations was relationship building and developing partnerships, a fundamentally place-

based action. Organizations are place-based entities that respond to local community needs 

and develop connections rooted in place.  

Second, food is used as a tool used carry out other goals. Food is used by organizations 

to build food skills, bring people together, build community, generate resiliency, break down 

social barriers, build networks, develop civic engagement and self-empowerment, and more. 

Food is a way organizations can connect to and engage with their community. Organizations 

will sometimes use food to achieve ‘big picture’ work within their communities, or as a tool to 

increase understanding of larger systemic issues.  

Third, income is the root cause of poverty and the greatest barrier to accessing food. 

Food insecurity is tied to income levels and investments in social security spending as well as 

other policies. Investment in social security initiatives have been shown to decrease food 

insecurity. Policies and government actions have a large impact on the lives of those living in 

poverty and who are food insecure. Neoliberal austerity measures and the shrinking welfare 

state system has forced charitable organizations into the position of meeting the human rights 

of citizens. Organizations receive little or no support from the various levels of government. 

Rather, organizations are expected to respond to government policy changes, such as cuts to 
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social assistance that can affect recipients for decades. Advocacy and research were important 

activities for some organizations, particularly advocating for income-related policies. 

Finally, within the last few years there has been a heightened social consciousness of 

food waste. There has been an increasing amount of energy and resources placed on food 

waste as a solution to food insecurity. There is concern from numerous organizations and 

researchers that food rescue is a drain on time, energy, and finances. This is especially 

problematic because food rescue perpetuates the problematic charitable food system, rather 

than addressing the systemic causes of food waste and food insecurity. There are hidden costs 

to food rescue, such as infrastructure, labour, and cost of disposal. When donating food waste, 

corporations are viewed as altruistic, when often they are merely transferring the cost of waste 

disposal onto the charitable sector. 

Significance & Implications 

Solving food insecurity is not as easy as donating a few canned goods every Christmas. 

Funneling food waste into the charitable sector will not solve food insecurity, rather it 

perpetuates the food bank model and diverts our attention away from policy change. Because 

the root cause of food insecurity is income, policy change and adjustments to social security are 

the only ways to reduce and eliminate food insecurity. There has been a “lazy poor people” 

rhetoric instilled into the public by neoliberal governments. This perception needs to be 

deconstructed and dismantled in order to change the public’s perception of people with lived 

experience of poverty. Then, as a society, we need to fight for the human right to food for all. 

It has become the role of food organizations such as the YRFN, Nourish Project, and the 

OAFB to advocate for policy change and alter the perceptions of policy makers and the public. 
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Community food programs, while they may increase access to fresh food for some people, also 

offer more to their communities than fresh food access. They respond to place-based needs 

and provide opportunity for community building, education, and empowerment. Organizations 

have taken the place of the government in providing food to citizens and ensuring the right to 

food. However, organizations are resource constrained. They are placed in an area where they 

fight one another for funding. All in an attempt to ensure the right to food, what the 

government should be doing anyways. 

There were many themes that emerged throughout the research at various points in 

time. Near the end of the writing process, the theme of scale emerged and how it intersects 

with localization, policy, and fresh food programming. Actions that occur on different scales can 

impact one another, such as a multinational corporation dumping their waste onto community 

based local food charities, or the local scale carrying out ‘in the meantime’ solutions while the 

government scale holds the power to make systemic change. I encourage future research to 

explore the theme of scale in relation to food insecurity and food organizations.  

This research is among an emerging discourse that problematizes food rescue and calls 

for the unpairing of food waste and food insecurity. These two issues are not solutions for one 

another, and food companies, politicians, and supporters of food banks should stop treating 

them so. There needs to be further research and evaluations on the changing food bank model 

and its impact on community. This thesis examined food programs from an organizational 

perspective, however questions still remain about the impact of these programs on 

participants, community members, and people with lived experience of poverty. Further 

research could also be conducted on policy transfer within organizations to determine how 
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much of what organizations do is rooted in place and how much of it is policy transfer or taken 

from other places.  I also encourage academics, educators, and politicians alike dismantle the 

negative perceptions and misinformation about people with lived experience of poverty that 

has been worked its way into public discourse. 

This research adds to the existing literature that calls for policy change in order to eradicate 

food insecurity. We must to strengthen our social safety net to ensure the right to food for all 

Canadians. Increased government spending in the area of poverty reduction and incomes, 

equals reduced spending on health care while simultaneously ensuring social justice for all. 

Meanwhile, discourse and policy need to shift from encouraging food rescue to actually tackling 

food waste and food insecurity at their root causes. Government and policymakers should also 

value and support the work of community food organizations who are providing valuable 

community services while providing fresh food resources. 
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Phone Survey Letter of Information & Consent 
 
Study Title: Changing aid models: how emergency food services and food security organizations in 
Ontario are incorporating fresh food   
 
Name of Student Researcher: Morgan Sage, Geography and Planning, Queen’s University 
 
Name of Supervisor: Dr. Betsy Donald, Geography and Planning, Queen’s University 
 
I am Morgan Sage, a master’s student in the Department of Geography and Planning at Queen’s 
University, working under the supervision of Dr. Betsy Donald. I am asking food banks and food security-
based organizations to take part in a research study looking at the incorporation of fresh food into 
programming and services. If you agree to take part, I will ask you a series of questions about your 
organization over the phone. This survey will take approximately 15 minutes. There are no known risks 
for taking part in this study. While there are no direct benefits to you as a participant, study results will 
help inform how agricultural activities in the emergency food sector impact the patrons and the 
community. 
 
There is no obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. You don’t have to answer any 
questions you don’t want to. You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw 
from the study up until September 1, 2018 by contacting me at m.sage@queensu.ca.  
 
I will keep your data securely for at least five years. Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent 
possible through password protection of files. Any hard copies of data will be kept in a locked cabinet 
that can only be accessed by the researcher and supervisor. The data will be removed from my 
computer, placed on a password protected data disk and after the completion of my Master's degree, 
will be held by my supervisor Dr. Betsy Donald in a locked cabinet in her locked office on campus.  
 
The results of this study will be published in my master’s thesis and academic journals, presented at 
conferences, and released in a report that will be offered to all participating organizations and Food 
Banks Canada.  I will include quotes from some of the interviews when presenting my findings. You have 
the choice if you want your responses be non-attributional, with the use of a pseudonym, or to have 
your name used if you are directly quoted. However, this research cannot guarantee anonymity due to 
the small sample size and nature of the organizations. In instances where participants would prefer that 
their name is used if they are quoted, with their consent, your real name will be used. During the 
questionnaire, please let me know if you say anything you do not want me to quote. 
 
If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-
2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North 
America. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, please contact me, Morgan Sage, at m.sage@queensu.ca 
or my supervisor, Dr. Betsy Donald, at betsy.donald@queensu.ca or 613-533-6040 ext. 36040. 
 
By verbally agreeing you are verifying you understand this information and all your questions have been 
answered. Do you consent to participate in this short survey? 
 
Name of Participant/Organization: ___________________________________ 
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Verbal consent:    Y  /   N 

Date: ________________________________________________ 
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Interview Letter of Information & Consent 
 
Study Title: Changing aid models: how food banks and food security organizations in Ontario are 
incorporating fresh food   
 
Name of Student Researcher: Morgan Sage, Geography and Planning, Queen’s University 
 
Name of Supervisor: Dr. Betsy Donald, Geography and Planning, Queen’s University 
 
I am Morgan Sage, a master’s student in the Department of Geography and Planning at Queen’s 
University, working under the supervision of Dr. Betsy Donald. I am asking food banks and food security-
based organizations to take part in a research study looking at the incorporation of fresh food into 
programming and services. If you agree to take part, I will interview you for one hour either on the 
phone, or at your place of work or at a public location you choose. The interview will be audio-recorded 
and later transcribed. There are no known risks for taking part in this study. While there are no direct 
benefits to you as a participant, study results will help inform how fresh food access and programming 
in food organizations impact communities. 
 
There is no obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. You don’t have to answer any 
questions you don’t want to. You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw 
from the study up to 30 days after our interview by contacting me at m.sage@queensu.ca.  
 
I will keep your data securely for at least five years. Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent 
possible through password protection. Any hard copies, such as consent forms, will be kept in a locked 
cabinet that can only be accessed by the researcher and supervisor. The data will be removed from my 
computer, placed on a password protected data disk and after the completion of my Master's degree, 
will be held by my supervisor Dr. Betsy Donald in a locked cabinet in her locked office on campus.  
 
The results of this study will be published in my master’s thesis and academic journals, presented at 
conferences, and released in a report that will be offered to all participating organizations and Food 
Banks Canada.  I will include quotes from some of the interviews when presenting my findings. You have 
the choice if you want your responses be non-attributional, with the use of a pseudonym, or to have 
your name used if you are directly quoted. However, this research cannot guarantee anonymity due to 
the small sample size and nature of the organization. In instances where participants would prefer that 
their name is used if they are quoted, with their consent, your real name will be used. During the 
interview, please let me know if you say anything you do not want me to quote. 
 
If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-
2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North 
America. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, please contact me, Morgan Sage, at m.sage@queensu.ca 
or 519-362-2124, or my supervisor, Dr. Betsy Donald, at betsy.donald@queensu.ca or 613-533-6040 ext. 
36040. 
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This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  All your 
questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to participate in 
this research study. 
 
Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one copy to the researcher, 
Morgan Sage.  
 
By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my questions have 
been answered.  
 
Name of Participant: ___________________________________ 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________________ 
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Phone Survey Questions 
Organization Name:  
 
PART 1: Organizational Statistics 
 

1) When was your organization founded?  
 

2) Which of the following best describes your organization:  
� Food bank/pantry/cupboard 
� Food distribution centre 
� Food rescue operation 
� Community Garden 
� Other: ______ 

 
3) How many full-time equivalent employees work at your organization? _____ 

 
 

4) How many volunteer hours are currently used per week? ______ 
 
 

5) Is that number of volunteers adequate to run your programming?     Y    /    N 
5a) If no, how many of volunteer hours are required for optimal programming?  

________ 
 
 

6) If you receive funding, where do those funds come from? 
___________________________ 

 
 

7) Does your organization partner with any other organizations, businesses, or government 
bodies, and which ones? How long have these partnerships been standing? 

 
 
 
 

8) How many community members does your organization serve monthly? 
________________ 

 
PART 2: Fresh Food and Agricultural Activities 
 

9) Does your organization handle fresh food?    Y     /    N 
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10) What portion (%) of the food you handle is fresh food (including meat, milk, eggs, fruits 
and vegetables)? _____ 
  

11) How does your organization obtain fresh food? Through… 
 

� Monetary Donations 
� Grants 
� Farm Donations 
� Grocery Store Donations 
� Gardening 
� Gleaning 
� Food Rescue 
� Other: __________ 

 
12) Does your organization run affordable food programs? 

� Food Box Program 
� Affordable market stand 
� Other: ___________ 

 
Food box: 
12ai) Number of boxes distributed per month?  ______ 
12aii) Is seasonal or local food included in the box?  Y / N 
12aiii) Where is food sourced? 

� Producers 
� Grocers 
� Wholesalers 

 
Affordable market stand: 
12bi) Number of community members served through affordable market stand? ______ 
12bii) ) Is seasonal or local food included in the market?  _______ 
12biii) Where is food sourced? 

� Producers 
� Grocers 
� Wholesalers 

 
13) Does your organization participate in gleaning or food rescue activities? 

� Yes 
� No 

 
13A) If yes, approximately what volume of food do you glean or rescue each year?  

_____ 
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13B) From what sources do you glean or rescue? 
� Farms 
� Grocery stores 
� Farmers Markets 
� Residential yards 
� Public property 
� City Property 
� Other: __________ 

 
13C) Where does gleaned or rescued food go? 
� Participants 
� Food banks  
� Soup kitchens 
� Community programs 
� Property owners 
� Other: ___________ 

 
13D) Do you experience any capacity issues when it comes to harvest or storage of 

gleaned or rescued goods? Why?   
 

 
 
 

14) Does your organization participate in gardening?  
� Yes 
� No 

 
14A) If yes, which of the following gardening activities does your organization run or 

participate in?  
� Renting out community garden plots 
� Gardening programs at schools 
� Educational garden 
� Garden to supply food bank 
� Other: __________ 

 
14B) If garden plots, how many plots are available or used? ___ _______ 

   
 

14C) If Educational, is the food harvested? Y   /   N 
 

14D) Where does the harvested food go? 
� Participants/Plot “owners” 
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� Food banks 
� Soup Kitchens 
� Community programs 
� Other: We often distribute the fresh produce to those who eat at our soup 

kitchen 
 

15) Does your organization have connections with local farms? 
� Yes 
� No 

 
15A) If yes, what is the nature of those connections with local farms? 
� Donation 
� Gleaning 
� Grow-a-row program 
� Educational 
� Other: _______  

 
16) Are there other ways your organization is incorporating fresh food beyond the ones 

mentioned above?  
 
________________________________________________________________________
__ 

 
17) Who participates in these activities and programs? 

� Food bank or social agency members 
� Other volunteers 
� Farmers/Property Owners 
� Employees 
� Other: __________ 

 
18) When did you start incorporating fresh food and fresh food programing in your 

organization?   _________ 
 
 

 
Thank you very much for your time out of your day to participate in this survey! 

 
If you have any questions, feel free to contact me at m.sage@queensu.ca 
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Food Waste Research 
Food Waste 

Food rescue is a complex and nuanced activity that is intertwined with the politics of food 

waste. There has been an increased global awareness of food waste (Vlaholias, Thompson, 

Every, & Dawson, 2015), and with it, the growth of food rescue (Vlaholias et al., 2015). Food 

waste is a relatively new topic of concern globally. The 2007 rise in food prices led to discussions 

about food waste reduction (Munesue et al., 2015). 

Food waste is often presented as a paradox in academia, it is discussed alongside food 

insecurity and obesity (Lee et al., 2017; Munesue et al., 2015; Sharma et al., 2017; Swinburne & 

Sandson, 2019). There is a pairing of food waste and food insecurity as solutions to one another 

(Lee et al., 2017). However, the relationship of food waste and food insecurity is complex 

(Kinach et al., 2019).  

In high income countries, the largest portion of food wastage is at the household level, and 

in lower income countries loss happens predominately in post-harvest (Stancu, Haugaard, & 

Lähteenmäki, 2016). Waste comes occurs due to over planting, labour shortages, food safety 

cares, cosmetic standard, over purchase of food, improper storage, neglect to consume 

leftovers, portion size struggle, etc. (Swinburne & Sandson, 2019). What is considered 

unavoidable food waste and edible food waste is often dependent on a number of things 

including culture, social norms, and individual preferences (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014).  

Environmental Impact of Food Waste 

Food waste is seen as an environmental problem and a barrier to a truly sustainable food 

system (Macdiarmid et al., 2016). Food waste has harmful impact on the environment including 
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pollution, wasted resources (water, soil depletion, and fossil fuels), and greenhouse gas 

emissions (Macdiarmid et al., 2016; Munesue et al., 2015; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Stancu 

et al., 2016; Swinburne & Sandson, 2019; Warshawsky, 2015). We need to use resources in a 

more sustainable way- reduce inefficiencies (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014).  Global food 

security is threatened by climate change, availability of water, soil degradation, etc. (Sonnino, 

2016).  

Capitalist System & Commodification of Food 

Much of the literature is critical of food rescue because it is a result of the industrial food 

system, which itself perpetuates both food surpluses and food insecurity (Vlaholias et al., 2015). 

The industrial agriculture system combines commodification of food and profit maximization, 

resulting in hunger when people cannot afford food (Cox, 2008). Commodification has taken 

meaning out of food (Pine & de Souza, 2013). It has turned people into clients of a system 

where limited poor food is distributed (Pine & de Souza, 2013). Food banks play a role in the 

industrial food system through their support of redistribution of ‘unsaleable surplus food’ from 

corporations and the promotion of their image as philanthropic (Pine & de Souza, 2013). The 

motivation for businesses to donate food is fundamentally different than monetary or other 

physical donations because food is innately perishable (Vlaholias et al., 2015).  

Food waste is a contemporary framing that suggests food banks are the solution to hunger 

and food waste, through diversion efforts (Pollard & Booth, 2019).   This ‘solution’ does not 

actually address the complexity of either issues (Pollard & Booth, 2019). The strongest solution 

to food waste is food system change and reducing food surplus at the source (Pollard & Booth, 

2019).  
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Prevention is the best way to achieve environmental impact savings (Stancu et al., 2016). 

There needs to be a more sustainable production system and more sustainable approach to 

food consumption (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). They apply the waste hierarchy to food waste 

(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). The hierarchy suggests the following order of actions when 

dealing with food waste: prevention (avoiding surplus generation, and preventing avoidable 

food waste), re-use (use surplus for human consumption), recycling (use for animal feed or 

composting), recovery (recover energy from unavoidable food waste), disposal (landfill) 

(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). Food waste should be prevented before anything else 

(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). Aesthetic standards are one of the main causes for food waste 

in wealthy countries (Kinach et al., 2019). Food waste should be prevented through consumer 

awareness including of the environmental impact of food waste, and improved planning when 

shopping and preparing food and through labelling and packaging (Papargyropoulou et al., 

2014).  Food waste reduction means finding economic efficiency while developing “ecologically-

resilient food production and consumption” (Kinach et al., 2019, p. 11). (Munesue et al., 2015) 

found that a 50% reduction of food waste itself will help reduce food insecurity, while making 

more efficient use of resources and reducing emissions. 

Policy 

Policy interventions predominantly focus on removing cost/risk of food donations 

(Swinburne & Sandson, 2019). Warshawsky, (2015) and Macdiarmid et al. (2016) both suggest 

government regulation is needed to reduce food waste significantly through the regulation of 

the entities that produce food waste, such as households and food businesses. The government 

needs to provide infrastructure and incentives, rather than voluntarily goals (Macdiarmid et al., 
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2016). Many cities approach food waste in an ineffective, ad hoc way that lacks accountability 

and data (Warshawsky, 2015). Neoliberal governance will transfer responsibility- and thus 

political and financial obligations- to local actors and institutions (Warshawsky, 2015). This may 

be what we are seeing with food waste (Warshawsky, 2015).  

Ontario has a Food Donation Tax Credit for farmers that is intended to encourage farmers to 

donate fresh, nutritious food to food banks (Kinach et al., 2019). The idea is that this legislation 

will help increase donations of healthy food to food banks, and decreases food waste on farm 

(Kinach et al., 2019). The policy Provides a 25% tax credit on the value of the ag products 

donated to eligible community food programs (Kinach et al., 2019).  The Ontario Association of 

Food Banks (OAFB) played an important role in the development of this policy (Kinach et al., 

2019). Policy makers neglected the logistical challenges on the organization end of the 

donation, and the limitations of donations as a solution to food insecurity (Kinach et al., 2019).  

Kinach et al. (2019) found that the tax credit was not influential in farmers’ decision to donate, 

they would donate without the credit. Changing incentives for food donations is a waste of 

taxpayer money when the result has no real impact on the overarching problem (Kinach et al., 

2019). A tax credit is not a food insecurity solution (Kinach et al., 2019). Symbolically, the 

government is saying that food banks are here to stay (Kinach et al., 2019). 

Consumer Behaviour  

The main drivers of household food waste include food routines (such as planning, over 

buying, and use of leftover meals), and perceived behavioural control (including confidence or 

skills required to carry out activities) (Stancu et al., 2016). A way to alter these routines is to 
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improve food skills through public awareness campaigns (such as informational booklets), 

cooking classes, or through home economics education initiatives (Stancu et al., 2016). 

Resource Constraints 

Civil society organizations have become at the forefront of food waste (Warshawsky, 2015). 

Civil society organizations struggle with access to resources, which brings into question whether 

they have the capacity or ability to address food waste or food insecurity (Warshawsky, 2015). 

(Warshawsky, 2015) examined an organization in Los Angeles that was participating in food 

rescue. They found that the organization did not address the root causes of food waste, nor 

acknowledged why food waste exists. The organization focused on changing food consumption 

behaviour and perceptions about healthy food and food waste. The food rescue was good for 

volunteer morale, increasing their amount of food, but they had a minor impact on wasted 

food. 

 


