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Pathways to Healthy, Local and
Sustainable Food in our Institutions
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On January 11th, 2017 the Ecology Action Centre and
FoodARC in partnership
Who was in the room?
with: Department of Health
and Wellness, Department of
Agriculture, Nova Scotia Health
Authority, IWK Health Center
and supported by: Public Health
Agency of Canada, the J.W.
McConnell Foundation and N.S.
Health Research Foundation, hosted
a workshop at Mount Saint Vincent
Univeristy (MSVU) which connected
over 70 participants from various
sectors to learn from each others stories,
strategies and challenges of growing the
procurement of fresh, healthy, locally
produced, sustainable food in Nova Scotian institutions.

FoodARC’s “Making Food Matter”
report highlighted that institutional
procurement is an area timely for
action. The large purchasing power of
institutions means they can support
and help grow the local economy and
improve the health of Nova Scotia.
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Local = Nova Scotia.
• Regulated child care facilities • Various municipal settings
- Maintaining a positive
With rings of local including
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the Maritime Provinces
narrative
• Healthcare
• Colleges and universities
Sustainable = Economically
viable, socially just and environmentally sound.
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Social Enterprise
Stone Hearth Bakery was started in 1983 as a social
enterprise whose main focus is to assist disadvantaged
individuals to gain employability skills. Using social
enterprises to provide, fresh, local, and healthy products,
such as bread, to institutions supports the program and
contributes to the economic growth of the city.
Recreational Setting
Satya Ramen shared a few highlights from two research
initiatives led by Dr. Sara Kirk and her research team
with the Healthy Populations Institute (Dalhousie
University). These projects are working within NS
recreation settings (e.g., hockey rinks, pools, community
gyms) to: understand the availability of healthy foods,
explore how the provincial healthy eating guidelines are
being implemented, identify the barriers experienced
and associated strategies to overcome those barriers.
Some recreation settings are mostly volunteer run; many
have little fresh food storage and preparation space or
lack equipment; some only have vending machines
and others only have canteens; and many experience
difficulties in sourcing affordable, healthy, fresh,
convenient and local foods.
The group discussed the need to shift food culture,
consumer expectations (e.g., “rink fries”), and resistance
to healthier, local options. One group experienced
success when they de-emphasized the local and healthy
components and focused more on food quality and
taste. A common challenge was access to fresh, local
produce and effectively connecting with farmers to
access sufficient quantities. Another common challenge
was the lack of availability of pre-packaged, healthy
food options through traditional suppliers. Finding
the healthy, fresh and local alternatives can be time
consuming and limited, and industry partners could
respond to these opportunities.

Breakfast Program
How to best operationalize increased breakfast program
funding, announced by the NS government in Fall
2016, was discussed. The current funding allocations
for breakfast programs are not meeting the provincial
needs. In addition, the cost of food has gone up and a
need for a cost/benefit analysis should be conducted. It
was noted that there are infrastructure challenges and
that funding could be invested to support this. Also,
there is a need to build capacity related to universal vs
targeted breakfast programs in school communities.
With institutional procurement, what are the
opportunities with breakfast programs?
BOGO Fruit and Vegetable Program
South Shore hospital retail food
service is trying to source
more local fruit and
vegetables for their
“buy one get one
free” program. They
need to wait until
current buying
contracts have
expired in order to
source from new
suppliers that have
local products and
are looking at ways
to purchase directly
from local farmers. They
have found it challenging to
identify what products are local from their
current
distributors as the definition for local may differ and
product of origin is not well marked.
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Acadia Food Journey
Acadia University is transitioning the cafeteria and meal
hall menus to include more locally produced items. There
is buy-in from the majority of stakeholders (student
body, cafeteria staff and community) to make the switch
to local which is important to success. They started small
with quick wins on items that are ready for market and
easy to use such as honey and coffee/tea. It is important
to celebrate any success, even if they are small, to keep
people motivated and advertise any local product that
is used in the menu with signage. This can be difficult
at times, as multiple suppliers may need be used to deal
with the volume.
Cape Breton Community Food Centre Meals on Wheels
The Meals on Wheels program provides thousands of
meals to seniors in the Cape Breton community each
year. They have received funding from New Dawn to
renovate the existing kitchen and bring meal production
in house (it is currently outsourced to 5 local vendors).
They are finding it challenging to keep meals affordable,
which is their top priority, and to support local growers
and businesses in the community. Creating other revenue
streams, that are produced in the kitchen, to offset the
cost of the local food purchases, is a way which would
allow them to keep the price of meals low.

Themes From The Stories

Direct to Market Working Group
One of the main issues farmers and producers have
when getting their products to market is navigating all
the information. There isn’t one single resource that
explains: regulations, what needs to be on the label, how
to navigate the quota system and money management.
Some farmers/producers don’t want to grow / expand
and others would like to grow but need help to
transition from small to large-scale production. Perenia,
Thinkfarm and Federation of Agriculture are great
resources available in Nova Scotia.

Challenges & Opportunities Challenges &

Challenges & Opportunities
• Farm capacity
• Cost
• Food prep capacity of whole
foods
• Better information and data
is needed
• Seasonal eating and culture
shift
• Improve distribution

What’s Working?

• Leadership and champions
• Collaboration
• Market opportunity for social
enterprises and marketing
• Bright lights
• Local food availability and
interest
• Learning from each other
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FOOD HUBS
Federation of Agriculture has a
vision of a web of cooperative
food hubs around Nova Scotia
that are aggregating centres that
link producers to consumers and
streamline distribution beginning
with whole foods to smaller
institutions. There are currently
two food hubs in the province, one
in Antigonish “Our Food Store”
and the other in Cape Breton.
The Cape Breton food hub co-op
is an online grocery store with 30
producers, 125 households and 10
restaurants and has been in business
since 2015. Large distributors like
Sysco do carry local items but

they view local as being from the
Atlantic Provinces. It would be nice
to have a breakdown to province
level. Distributors would like to
work closer with local farms and
processors but need a reliable supply
and large volumes. In addition,
institutions want items to come
from a HACCP certified facility and
farms. Most farms have Canada Gap
certification. What is the difference
between the two certifications and
is it necessary to have both? A speed the province and what would be
needed to meet demand should be
dating for farmers/institutions/
carried out.
distributors would be a worthwhile
event to organize. An audit of what
infrastructure is already in place in

PROCESSING INFRASTRUCTURE
Nova Scotia Health Authority
has moved to a government
procurement model with most
contracts being fulfilled through
HealthPRO. The contracts for fresh
meat and fresh produce are being
organized by CISD. It’s been a
real challenge to source local since
Kings Produce closed. How can
food service support local producers
and receive reliable supply, ready to
use food of standard size?

Scotia Gold co-op is the largest
apple packinghouse in NS and
also produces sliced apples but
their apple slicer can’t be used for
other products. NSHA contracts
are 3 months, if they were 5
years local companies would have
confidence to expand and invest
in infrastructure. Standardisation
of product specifications and
coordination of contracts across
institution could create the volume.

Costs could be reduced by using
imperfect produce.
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MATCHMAKER
The EAC matchmaker for
sustainable fish connected supply
and demand, developed a businessto-business relationship, had very
focused goals and limited product
range. Applying the lessons learned,
it would be advisable to start small
with a specific product range such
as fruit and vegetables that are
a similar cost to imported and
available in large volumes locally

such as: onions, carrots, potatoes,
apples and blueberries. 20% of
the HealthPRO budget is flexible
which allows hospitals the freedom
to purchase from different sources.
A provincial map of local wholesale
suppliers/distributors that includes
local item availability by season
would be helpful.

POLICIES
The healthy food policy in schools
was discussed. It was created to
ensure healthy foods be the default
option in schools. Some parents
have expressed their frustration with
this policy, as they are no longer
allowed to use “unhealthy” foods
in fundraising activities (e.g. cake
walks). Parents and communities
need to be engaged in the policy

COMMUNICATION AND CONNECTING
To get the local food story out
to multiple audiences, various
formats could be used such
as: organizations’ newsletters,
Grapevine (valley paper), graphic
comic, NS Food Shift face book
page and Saltscape expo. The

stories told should: celebrate
champions, include findings from
studies and reports, good news
stories, communicate within food
movement silos and maintain a
positive narrative.

MESSY MIDDLE
This table discussed potential
pilot projects. A working group
established to undertake a pilot to
source carrots via farmers at Seaport
Farmers Market, process them at
MetroWorks to be purchased by
IWK and the QEII.

in order for implementation to be
a success. If students were active
participants in their schools food
system, and were educated on
nutrition and cooking skills it could
help create and sustain a healthy
community within the school. A
third party regulatory body may be
required to monitor the policy.
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Next Steps

Working group established to process local
carrots from a Seaport Farmers market farmer, at
MetroWorks for the IWK and QEII.
IWK to measure what % of products purchased
within the health authority are local and look at
ways to increase that %.
Join NSLocalFoodShift Facebook group and follow
#NSfoodshift on Twitter to stay informed.
Distributors to better identify and communicate
local products and their availability.
Clearer standards and targets identified by
institutions to distributors.
Standardised local seasonal menus across
institutions province wide.
Identify funding opportunities for Food Hubs and
Match Maker program.

