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How can agriculture strengthen local 
economies?  

LEARNING source food DEMOCRACY

defining local

What does “local” really mean when 
it comes to the economics of food? 
When we think about local, we may 
often think about what is closest to us. 

The growing trend toward a preference 
for locally produced food is influenced 
by consumer demand. Consumers have 
become more and more interested 
in food quality and safety. They are 
also interested  in the economic and 
environmental impact  of food. 

Several consumer studies have found 
that the main reasons behind the “buy 
local” trend include demand for fresh 
and high-quality food and the desire to 
support local economies and farmers.

How is the idea of “local” defined in different sources?  

How do you think different definitions 
of “local food” could affect consumer 
choices?  How does the graph 
influence your thinking?   

What criteria must food have to be considered as “local food”? 

Based on Alberta Agriculture and Forestry (2016). Study of local food demand in Alberta : consumer study report. Online.  
 https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/study-of-local-food-demand-in-alberta-consumer-study-report

9 10

An acceptable definition of local food 

 Accept food grown or made in 
Alberta as definition of local food

 Do not accept food grown or made 
in Alberta as definition of local food

 Have not heard the term local food

https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/study-of-local-food-demand-in-alberta-consumer-study-report
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 Defining local

Food produced or processed within a particular geographic boundary... 
local food refers to food grown within a 600 km radius around Edmonton

Edmonton’s Food & Urban Agriculture Strategy, City of Edmonton

Food grown, made and/or harvested in Alberta and then marketed  
in Alberta

Alberta Agriculture and Forestry

Food produced in the province or territory in which it is sold, or food sold 
across provincial borders within 50 km of the originating province or territory

Origin Claims, Local, Canadian Food Inspection Agency

Direct or intermediated marketing of food to consumers that is produced and 
distributed in a limited geographic area. There is no pre-determined distance 
to define what consumers consider “local,” but a set number of miles from a 
center point or state/ local boundaries is often used.

Local Foods Definition, USDA

Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada uses four factors to define what is 
meant by ‘local’ when it comes to food: 

 6 Geographic distance — calculated in units of distance, usually 
including a maximum distance but also in some cases a 
minimum distance 

 6 Temporal distance — calculated in units of time, e.g., the food 
can be trucked to a market in 24 hours or less 

 6 Political and administrative boundaries — defined by municipal, 
regional, or national borders 

 6 Bio-regions — defined by the natural boundaries of an 
ecosystem, e.g., an area that is used for agriculture   

A UK organization, called Friends of the Earth, claims that local food 
should provide:

 6 Economic benefits to producers and local communities 

 6 Food security (making healthy food more accessible) and health 
benefits (fresh food) 

 6 Environmental benefits through diversification of agriculture

 6 Environmental and health benefits by minimizing the carbon 
footprint

Local food and consumer 
trends
Government of Alberta: Agri-News October 
17, 2018

We are seeing an increased demand 
for local foods,” says Jeewani 
Fernando, provincial consumer 
market analyst with Alberta 
Agriculture and Forestry. “This 
trend is backed by a greater focus 
on healthy eating and consumers’ 
growing interest in knowing where 
their food comes from and how it is 
produced.”

In the global markets, Fernando 
says that when it comes to fresh 
food such as fruits and vegetables, 
fresh meats, seafood and eggs, 
local brands are the clear favourite. 
“For chilled or frozen products and 
packaged products, consumers 
do not worry much about where 
those are coming from. They are 
not looking for local brands in those 
categories.”

Fernando says that the situation 
with Canadian markets is similar to 
global markets. “Data shows that 
for fresh food like fruits, vegetables 
and dairy - milk, butter, cheese, 
and yogurt - consumers show a 
strong preference for local brands. 
Between 55 to 60 per cent of those 
surveyed preferred local brands.   
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 6 Environmental and health benefits through sustainable 
farming practices

 6 Social benefits through closer contact between producers, 
consumers and the land

from local to organic  

For some consumers, the preference for local food can also be 
associated with the choice to buy organic. Timothy Caulfield, 
a researcher at the University of Alberta, discusses consumer 
influences on food choices in the following quotations. 

 Food identities 

There are innumerable social, economic and cultural factors that 
influence how and what we eat. It is a phenomenally complex human 
behaviour. But there is also little doubt that our food choices serve as a 
powerful form of self-expression. 

Eating organic, going gluten-free, using supplements [dietary supplements, 
including vitamins, minerals, herbals, etc.] or avoiding GMOs [genetically 
modified organisms] — all behaviours associated with science that can 
generously be described as “contested” [argued over or questioned] — is 
one way to indicate how we want to be identified by others. At the risk of 
sounding glib, these choices are, at least in part, personal style decisions. 
Food as fashion.

From Tim Caulfield, Food choices, the Prius, celebrities and my shaved legs. Online. http://policyoptions.irpp.
org/magazines/october-2015/food-choices-the-prius-celebrities-and-my-shaved-legs/ 

 Organic ideologies   

People eat organic for a whole bunch of reasons, including a belief that it is 
more nutritious, safer and better for the environment. [Some] consumers 
may simply have an appreciation for the place where [organic food] is sold 
and the way organic food tastes.

But for some people buying organic is also a form of self-expression. Eating 
and espousing the values of organic food is part of a broader worldview. It is 
seen as a socially responsible and necessary part of a sustainable lifestyle. It 
is closely linked to a personal ethic about how we should live.

Tim Caulfield (November 2, 2014). Organic Ideologies. Policy Options. Online. Read the entire article at http://
policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/policyflix/organic-ideologies/.

How can values and beliefs affect 
consumer choices?   

http://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/october-2015/food-choices-the-prius-celebrities-and-my-shaved-legs/
http://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/october-2015/food-choices-the-prius-celebrities-and-my-shaved-legs/
http://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/policyflix/organic-ideologies/
http://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/policyflix/organic-ideologies/
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farmers and the food chain in Canada 

The term “food chain” is used to represent 
the journey that a food product takes 
from its beginnings on the farm to the 
consumer’s table. A food chain — also 
called a food supply chain — can be 
found in what many would consider to be 
local areas. It can also span across great 
distances.  

 6 The food chain begins with land and 
water.

 6 It includes seeds and breeding stock 
(livestock). 

 6 It adds inputs such as fertilizers, fuels, 
pesticides and herbicides, equipment, 
production areas and buildings, 
machinery and parts. 

 6 It continues with the marketing of farm 
products to buyers, traders, processors, wholesalers, retailers 
and the consumer. 

 6 It depends on transportation. 

 6 The food chain also includes the labour, knowledge, expertise 
and management contributed by farm families. Many family 
farmers believe that passing on the farm to the next generation 
of farmers is an important part of the food chain over time. 

In Canada, the trend to “buy local” is dependent on geography and 
location. Food insecurity affects access to fresh, local and healthy 
food for Canadians who do not live in areas where agricultural 
production takes place. Food must be transported to these areas. 

The methods used to transport fresh food products can be an issue, 
particularly for Northern communities. These communities import 
most of the food they consume, including flying it in by airplane or 
moving it by boat after ice has thawed. 

Deliveries can be infrequent, with long periods of time between 
each delivery. Perishability makes access to fresh foods even more 
difficult. 

Food distribution   

According to a number of witnesses, 
in addition to poverty, unequal food 
distribution is one of the reasons 
Canadians do not have access to 
food. Some neighbourhoods in 
major cities do not have a grocery 
store, which makes obtaining fresh 
products very difficult for some 
vulnerable individuals. The problem 
of food distribution is particularly 
serious in remote regions. Food 
often arrives in these areas in very 
poor condition owing to a lack of 
infrastructure for transporting fresh 
products.

House of Commons (December 2017, 42nd Parliament, 
1st Session). A Food Policy for Canada: Report of the 
Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food. 
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growing local in family farms 

About 98 percent of Canadian farms are family-owned and 
operated and are often handed down from generation to 
generation. It’s difficult to describe a “typical” farm in Canada 
because every one of them is unique. 

Family farms come in several forms. Some are managed by 
families with one or more members having a job outside the 
farm to ensure adequate family income. Some are “retirement” 
farms or acreages. And some are farms that often have 
several family members involved and possibly additional paid 
employees. These larger farms are still family-owned and 
operated. One key difference is that the family may not need  
off-farm income to maintain an adequate standard of living. 

Can we return to smaller, more traditional farms? No, not unless 
many Canadians are prepared to leave cities to go back to the 
farm, work long hours and pay much more for food. With only 
two percent feeding the rest of us, it’s impossible to go back to 
many small farms. 

People may feel nostalgic for the farms of yesteryear — but 
those people who lived and worked on them are rarely nostalgic 
for that very challenging way of life. The farms’ low productivity 
supported much smaller populations, and food quality and 
quantity were highly unpredictable. The challenge today is to 
feed a growing world population without damaging or depleting 
soil and other resources. For this, the past can’t provide all the 
answers. 

Adapted from Ontario Farm Animal Council. The Real Dirt on Farming. Online. www.realdirtonfarming.ca/assets/
docs/PDFs/2006-DIRT-ENG.pdf

Sidebar quote from Mill, J. The last harvest: My stepfather and the demise of the family farm. Globe & Mail: 
Online. www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-the-last-harvest-my-stepfather-and-the-demise-of-the-
family-farm/

The last harvest

The family farm is disappearing. 
When you think of farming, you may 
well picture the industrial-scale 
factories and megafarms that 
produce the lion’s share of what 
you’ll find for sale at your local 
supermarket. Or you may think of the 
truly small-scale operations whose 
proprietors sell their hand-picked 
wares at farmers’ markets.

But in fact, there’s another size of 
operation, one that sits in the middle 
of those two extremes. Owned and 
operated by families firmly linked 
to the local community, medium-
sized family farms are big enough 
to supply significantly more food 
than the vendors you’ll meet at those 
Saturday-morning booths staffed 
by a farmer who operates an acre 
or two And yet they manage to be 
much better for the land, for rural 
communities and, I’d argue, for the 
health of Canada, than are outfits run 
by large corporations or land-owning 
investors who either hire their own 
managers or lease out their land to 
those who work it.

My stepfather’s final harvest has 
reminded me that the family farm is 
home to one of the most important 
and noble jobs on the planet — one 
that involves working with one’s 
neighbours and with the land, all in 
the name of feeding a lot of people 
you will likely never meet face to 
face. When families own the land, that 
is what they do.

http://www.realdirtonfarming.ca/assets/docs/PDFs/2006-DIRT-ENG.pdf
http://www.realdirtonfarming.ca/assets/docs/PDFs/2006-DIRT-ENG.pdf
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-the-last-harvest-my-stepfather-and-the-demise-of-the-family-farm/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-the-last-harvest-my-stepfather-and-the-demise-of-the-family-farm/
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indigenous farmers  

Indigenous people have a history of agriculture that goes back  
many centuries, long before the arrival of Europeans on the land  
that today includes Canada. According to Statistics Canada, 
indigenous farmers represented 1.9 percent of the farmers in 
Canada in 2016.

 Enlisting a First Nation elder    

Agriculture Canada is the first federal department to employ a departmental 
elder to help the institution navigate relationships with indigenous peoples. 
In 2017, Ag Canada created the indigenous support and awareness office to 
increase the department’s capacity to work with indigenous people, and hired 
elder Mervin Traverse to provide full-time elder support to the agency. Elder 
Traverse is a member of the Lake St. Martin Ojibwa First Nation.... 

Traverse said there are opportunities on many reserves for agricultural 
production, which is another reason he thinks indigenous communities could 
benefit from a stronger relationship with Ag Canada. “A lot of the agricultural 
land that sits along these communities has not been utilized, and it’s prime 
agricultural land, especially in the Prairies, and there is a generation of lost 
farmers within indigenous people.

“They have the second-largest land base in Canada, so for them to start 
utilizing their land rather than just leasing it; it would be nice to see them start 
to use that land to be able to plant different crops, to use their land, put back 
into their communities, teach the young people the value of what the land has 
to offer them,” Traverse said. There is also an opportunity for Ag Canada to 
promote practices that encourage food security in indigenous communities.

“I know the high cost of transportation to move goods and produce into 
these communities. There has got to be ways for us to be able to educate 
and help put projects together. Maybe community gardens in the northern 
communities. If there’s an interest, maybe greenhouses,” he said.

Ag Canada is also involved in research that promotes traditional indigenous 
crops such as Labrador Tea, and the three sisters (corn, bean, squash), and 
Traverse may be able to help the department uncover research initiatives that 
would benefit indigenous communities.

Booker, R. (April 25, 2019). Ag Canada enlists First Nations elder. The Western Producer: Online. www.producer.
com/2019/04/ag-canada-enlists-first-nations-elder/

The federal government is providing 
more support for indigenous farmers. 
How do the goals of Elder Traverse 
support the principles of food 
democracy?   

https://www.producer.com/2019/04/ag-canada-enlists-first-nations-elder/
https://www.producer.com/2019/04/ag-canada-enlists-first-nations-elder/
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from local to global  

Canada’s farmers grow 1.5 percent 
of the world’s food — which is 
significant for a country that has 
just 0.5 percent of the world’s 
population. Canada is the fifth-
largest agricultural exporter in the 
world.

How do these exports affect people 
around the world? How does our 
food production and consumption 
affect other countries? 

The International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI) reports 
that global animal feed demands 
will double by 2030. This rise in 
demand is due to an increasing 
world demand for meat and dairy 
products. 

The production of animal protein 
must be more than tripled if the 
projected global population of 9 billion people in 2050 
can consume meat and dairy at current North American 
and European levels. Compare this to a conflicting point 
of view that says that meat consumption should be decreased  
and replaced with other sources of protein. 

Globalization has resulted in the availability of more diverse   
foods across different countries. 

Take quinoa, for example. Quinoa has become more popular in  
North America. This rising consumer demand provided more   
income for farmers in Peru. However, it has also increased the  
cost of this food for locals. 

It is important to consider both the costs and the benefits in this 
type of example. As the price of quinoa rose between 2004 and 2013, 
both producers and consumers in the region benefited financially 
from the trade. Quinoa farmers, who are among the poorest people 
in Peru, saw a 46 percent increase in their income and ability to 
consume goods and services over this period. 

Data based on Alexandratos, N. and J. Bruinsma. 2012. World agriculture towards 
2030/2050: the 2012 revision. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations: 
Online. www.fao.org/3/a-ap106e.pdf

What are some conflicting economic, 
social or environmental choices that 
result from the global demand for 
protein sources?   

http://www.fao.org/3/a-ap106e.pdf
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There were also benefits for women. Almost 40 percent of quinoa 
farmers in Peru are women. These women farmers experienced 
more opportunities to increase their income and quality of life. 

However, increased trade of quinoa resulted in a decrease in the 
number of quinoa varieties grown. Biodiversity is an important 
factor in the reduction of the effects of climate change. 

Higher quinoa prices also resulted in a desire to grow more of 
this grain at a faster rate. This focus on increased production 
encouraged some practices that can negatively affect the 
environment, such as overuse of pesticides and not practicing crop 
rotation. 

When prices fell between 2014 to 2015, farmers reduced their quinoa 
consumption and replaced it with less nutritious foods. They also 
began to sell off their livestock to pay for basic needs.

Globalization has both positive and negative affects. It can allow 
agricultural and production practices to be shared and efficiency to 
be increased across borders. This sharing of farming techniques and 
machinery can support the goal of feeding an increasing population. 
It can also increase consumer choice and motivate the use of more 
efficient farming practices. 

Conversely, globalization can result in decreases in biodiversity and 
motivate the use of harmful farming practices in efforts to increase 
production. Farmers can also be affected by their dependence on 
one crop or livestock product. When prices fall, the income of these 
farmers can decrease dramatically, greatly affecting their quality of 
life. 

How might the globalization of food 
production impact food democracy?    
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