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What makes ways of life, the food system and the land
sustainable?

exploring sustainability

What is sustainability? This term

is often associated with the
environment but can mean much
more than that. For something to be
sustainable, it has to be able to last
into the future.

Sustainability involves protecting
ways of life - both traditional and
modern - as well as improving the
impact of and access to the food
system.

This photo shows a family loading hay into a barn on a farm a few
kilometres away from Spirit River in 1945. The children trampled
loose hay in a wagon, then ropes were wound around the load,

look for ways to increase sustainability ~ which was drawn up to loft by pulley-powered horses.
as they have faced challenges

Over time, farmers have continued to

Photo: Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary

connected with food and farming.
Sustainable agriculture seeks to

produce healthy and safe food without
having a negative impact on environments,
communities and ways of life.

changes in agriculture

During the Depression of the 1930s, the yield of crops dropped
dramatically. In 1937, land that had produced 23 bushels per acre
now only produced 3 bushels.

During this time, unsustainable farming practices resulted in soil
erosion. Farmers and agricultural researchers started to look at
ways that farming could be improved to protect the soil.

¢

A bushel is a measure of volume.
However, the weight of a bushel

will vary, according to the crop that
is being measured. For example, a
bushel of wheat is 60 pounds, apples
range from 40 to 48 pounds, a bushel
of soybeans is 60 pounds and a
bushel of spinach is 20 pounds.

Today, bushels can be measured in

kilograms per hectolitre (kg/hL). So,
a bushel of wheat can be about 27

kg. Can you find the conversions for
the other agricultural products listed
here?
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Although the combination of drought,
windstorms, grasshoppers and crop disease
has not been experienced since the Depression,
climate change has created new challenges for
farmers and the food system. Farmers still deal
with windstorms, extreme winter weather, dry
spells and flooding.

increasing cooperation

Prairie grain farmers had very little power over
the prices that their grain was sold at.

Early trade of grain was controlled by railways, Photo: Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of
banks and grain elevator companies. Calgary

Elevator agents could be accused of fixing the
grain scales and cheating farmers on their grain
sales. Grain merchants sometimes took advantage
of farmers with lower prices if the supply was high.

Farmer groups believed that if their
grain could be sold through a single
organization controlled by farmers,
prices could be evened out.

Farmers’ movements in the

1920s resulted in the creation of
cooperative grain organizations,
called wheat pools. In 1923, the
Saskatchewan Wheat Pool was
formed. Soon, wheat pools were
selling almost half of the crops that
prairie farmers grew.

However, the farmer-owned pools

collapsed during the Depression.

The government took over the

large amounts of unsold grainand ! ;
Created the Canadian WREEt BOArd s

in1935. This photo shows a display at an Edmonton Exhibition in
1927. The posters encouraged farmers to “sign up” and

During World War II, the government also join the Alberta Wheat Pool to sell their grain.

made new rules that controlled how grain Photo: Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of

and food was produced and distributed. Calgary
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What has happened to these cooperative
organizations today? During the time that grain
elevators were the main system for selling and
transporting grain, there were over 5700 elevators
across the prairies. During the Depression, farms and
some agricultural towns were deserted. The rural
population decreased.

As technology in the form of improved roads and
highways and more efficient farm machinery
increased - like the tractor and combine featured

in the photo - fewer people were needed for farm
labour. Railway companies abandoned some of their

Photo: City of Edmonton Archives EA-10-1348

elevators. This led some cooperative farmer organizations to

consolidate, or join together. Others went out of business or

became private companies.

@ What happened to those co-op grain elevator
companies?

The establishment of co-op organizations came out of the realization
that people needed to work together for the benefit and betterment of
everyone and the ability to join together to either sell or purchase needed
products at fair value to ensure a decent living and livelihood for all

involved.

When the First World War broke out in 1914, the demand for wheat was
unprecedented, and all energies were devoted to growing the crop. The
Canadian Wheat Board was formed as a temporary war measure to market

the country’s entire crop, and this stabilized [or
held steady] wheat prices for the first time. With
the end of the war and dissolution of the Wheat
Board, prices began to plummet and farmers were
in crisis.

...Farmer groups like the Farmers’ Union and

the Saskatchewan Grain Growers’ Association
believed the solution was for farmers to combine
their crop and market it themselves. This was the
start of the co-op grain elevator movement across
the three Prairie provinces. E

Wittal, B. (May 11, 2020). What happened to those co-op grain elevator
companies? Grain News: Online. www.grainews.ca/columns/what-
happened-to-those-co-op-grain-elevator-companies-part-3/

Photo: Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary
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In what ways did technology and
urbanization change the ways that farmers

worked together? Is cooperation essential

to sustainability? Why or why not?
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the impact of food policy

Did you know that Canada now has a food policy for the first time in
its history? The food policy was implemented by the government in Lo
2019 to help guide a healthy and more sustainable food system.

A food policy is developed to help guide food-related decisions How can a food policy reflect values

and actions. It sets guidelines for different aspects of the food that are important to Canadians? What
system and a plan for making decisions about how food is example can you identify that shows how
produced and made available to citizens. these values might change over time?

The goal of Canada’s food policy is that “all people in Canada are
able to access a sufficient amount of safe, nutritious, and culturally
diverse food. Canada’s food system is resilient and innovative,
sustains our environment and supports our economy.”

Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (2019). Food Policy for Canada: Everyone at the Table. Online https://
multimedia.agr.gc.ca/pack/pdf/fpc_20190614-en.pdf

This doesn’'t mean that there have not been policies or rules that
influenced farmers and food production before 2019.

During the 1800s, the focus of the government’s policy was to move
grain from the prairie provinces east and to move new farmers west.

During World War |, the government did not set rules for the
production and distribution of food until late in the war. This resulted
inrising prices and food shortages.

The Depression resulted in programs
that affected food policy, as the
government had to try to deal with rural
and urban hunger issues.

However, it was during World War Il

that Canada came closest to creating
afood policy. The government wanted
to make sure that people had enough
food and that wartime troops were fed.
They set a number of rules and policies
that determined how food would be
produced, who could work on farms and
what food would be made available.

Canadian food supplies were very important to people This war time poster compared a grain crop to

in Britain during the war, and the government made people’s participation in the war effort. Can you
decisions about what food would be sent overseas and see the comparison?
what would be made available to Canadians at home. Photo: Library and Archives Canada, Acc. No. 1983-30-1063
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@ Food policy during the war

“Canada has determined to change the eating habits
of a nation, because she has learned that efficient
production of food is only half the victory. It takes
efficient consumption, too, to give full meaning to
the slogan, ‘Food will win the war.”

Food was central to Canadians’ experiences on the
home front during the Second World War. This was
partly because, as the above quote suggests, the
federal government took a series of unprecedented steps
aimed at transforming Canadians’ diets. The ubiquitous
ration book would ultimately become the most vivid and lasting symbol
of these efforts - but rationing was just one part of a much larger set of
state interventions into Canada’s kitchens. These included a concerted
propaganda campaign to promote certain ‘patriotic’ foods, the wartime
launch of an unprecedented national nutrition campaign, and the
introduction of literally thousands of individual controls on the price,
production, and distribution of everyday foods.

Phato: Library and Archives Canada; Copyright: Canada Post Corporation

What do you think “patriotic foods”
mean? Would there be such a concept in

today’s food system? Why do you think
this?

At the heart of the many of the government's wartime food policies was
the need to feed Canada’s overseas allies and soldiers. As Canadians
were regularly reminded by propagandists and advertisers alike, food
truly was a “weapon of war.”

Mosbey, I. Food on the Home Front during the Second World War. Wartime Canada.ca website.
https://wartimecanada.ca/essay/eating/food-home-front-during-second-world-war

food guides as food policy

Canada’s first food guide was also introduced
to Canadians during World War Il. The Official
Food Rules was released in July 1942. This
guide acknowledged wartime food rationing,
while endeavoring to prevent nutritional
deficiencies and to improve the health of
Canadians. Since 1942, the food guide has
been changed many times.

Image and information from History of Canada's Food Guides from 1942
to 2007. Government of Canada: Online. www.canada.ca/en/health-
canada/services/canada-food-guide/about/history-food-guide.html
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