
COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT

FINAL REPORT

Prepared by Vanessa Sparrow for the

June 2016

POWELL RIVER



prfoodsecurity.org

“Community food security  
is a condition in which all 
community residents obtain 
a safe, culturally acceptable, 
nutritionally adequate diet 
through a sustainable food 
system that maximizes 
community self-reliance 
and social justice.” 1

1 Hamm, MW and Bellows, AC (2003) Community food security and nutrition educators. Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 35(1), 37–43 
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Executive summary
The Powell River Food Security Project partnered with the City of Powell River, the Powell River Re-
gional District and Vancouver Coastal Health to undertake the Community Food System Assessment 
in 2015. The goal of the project was to consult with stakeholders to collect accurate information on 
the current state of the regional food system, and to identify key resources and gaps. The intention is 
for this information to provide a starting point for coordinated efforts to strengthen and support food 
security planning, policy and practices in Powell River. 
The Community Food System Assessment Project Working Group used a variety of methods to 
gather information, including:
 ▪ Literature review of best practices in community food system assessment and planning
 ▪ Scan of environmental and socio-economic conditions impacting food security in Powell River
 ▪ Consultation with over 150 key stakeholders and community members, via interviews, surveys 

and focus groups
 ▪ GIS mapping of land capability and food access information
 ▪ Inventory of resources and policy review

Key findings were as follows:
Food production and processing
 ▪ Much of the region’s available land is not suitable for large-scale agriculture without making ex-

pensive improvements
 ▪ There is capacity for smaller-scale production and increased interest among new farmers in 

growing food this way
 ▪ New farmers need access to affordable, suitably-sized land parcels and help with start-up costs 

to make food production viable
 ▪ A centralised source of information would be helpful, especially to assist farmers in locating mar-

kets, pricing, promoting and distributing produce
 ▪ Backyard growing is an important source of food, however there is not a central, publicly avail-

able community garden for those needing the space and skill development to grow their own 
food

Food access, distribution and consumption 
 ▪ The monthly cost of sufficient, nutritious food for a family of four in Powell River is around $997, 

which means that many people in the community are struggling to afford an adequate diet on 
their current income

 ▪ Ability to afford food is one of many factors affecting peoples’ food security: getting to fresh food 
outlets, and having the time, knowledge and skill to prepare meals are also challenges, especially 
for vulnerable groups including Aboriginal  people, seniors, single parents, young people and 
those with disabilities

 ▪ There is a range of services providing food for those on low incomes; however these do not al-
ways provide the kinds of food people want and may be difficult for some to access

Food diversion and waste management
 ▪ Avoidable food waste makes up a significant proportion of the municipal waste stream
 ▪ While some food is diverted to the charitable food sector, much is needlessly wasted; this is 

partly due to a lack of understanding of “best before” and “expiry dates”, but is also a result of poli-
cies operating in some of the big grocery stores which limit donations at the local level

 ▪ The Let’s Talk Trash team have been contracted by the Powell River Regional District to assess 
the divertable food waste situation and deliver education to retailers and the wider community
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Emergency planning
 ▪ Powell River is an isolated community highly dependent on imported food
 ▪ In the case of an emergency cutting off supply, local food stores have no more than a week’s 

supply of food and no storage facilities for more
 ▪ The City of Powell River has an Emergency Plan to help with the procurement, rationing and dis-

tribution of food in the case of a disaster, but a successful response also depends on food retail-
ers developing policies to support adequate supply and distribution

Community capacity for food security
 ▪ There is a wide range of groups and programs addressing aspects of food security in the region, 

but no networking or coordinating body with a community mandate to implement system-wide 
change

 ▪ There is broad local government planning support for community food security, but currently no 
specific policies guiding such things as local food procurement, school-based food program-
ming or access to land for new farmers

The project was not intended to develop an action plan for addressing identified issues; this is the 
work of an inter-sectoral stakeholder group such as a Food Policy Council, however the following 
were noted as potential strategies for improving community food security that such a group may 
wish to prioritise:
 ▪ Conduct more comprehensive regional land capability assessment and audit the current use and 

capacity of Agricultural Land Reserve land
 ▪ Assess the need for and barriers to accessing suitable land for new farmers 
 ▪ Bring local government and agriculture groups together to assess the need for and feasibility of a 

centralised information and skill-sharing resource for growers, including looking at the possibility 
of developing a community farm and/or food hub

 ▪ Investigate possible education campaign to increase consumer awareness of the value and 
availability of locally grown food

 ▪ Assess the demand for publicly available allotment-type food gardens that are accessible by 
public transport and/or in areas with apartments

 ▪ Work with stores to facilitate the donation of more fresh fruit and vegetables to emergency and 
low-cost food programs, and to increase the supply and distribution of local food in general

 ▪ Investigate barriers to usage of the Farmers’ Market Nutrition Coupon Program and ways of in-
creasing the reach of this program to vulnerable groups

 ▪ Consult with agencies and users on the feasibility of growing and distributing fresh food from lo-
cal community and/or private gardens

 ▪ Assess the need for more food skills development opportunities for different groups, especially 
those on low-incomes and/or with limited access to kitchen facilities

 ▪ Develop school-wide policy and programs to support the development of meal programs,  food 
gardens and Farm to School type activities in every school in the district

 ▪ Continue to work with grocery stores and the Let’s Talk Trash team to increase the amount of 
quality fresh food being diverted from the waste stream to the charitable food sector

 ▪ Increase public understanding of “best before”, “sell by” and “expiry” dates
 ▪ Bring local government, food-related groups and community members together to consider the 

information in this report, and work together to develop a framework for action, including the 
identification of roles, responsibilities and resources

 ▪ Ensure that existing planning and policy frameworks are integrated into any resulting food secu-
rity action plans

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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Introduction
PROJECT OVERVIEW
In 2015, the Powell River Food Security Project (FSP), a program of PREP Society, was funded by 
Vancouver Coastal Health to provide an overview of the current state of the regional food system. 
The Powell River Community Food System Assessment (PRCFSA) was the resulting project; a col-
laboration between the FSP, the City of Powell River and the Powell River Regional District, culminat-
ing in this report.
The project was essentially an information gathering process examining a broad range of food-
related issues and resources. Its intention was to collate information; identify resources, gaps and 
barriers; and indicate possible next steps towards improvements for community food security.
Specifically, the aims of the PRCFSA were to:
1. Bring together a range of stakeholders within the food system, as well as the general commu-

nity, to find out about levels of food security in the region
2. Develop an accurate picture of the major elements of the current community food system, and 

collate this information in one place
3. Generate local level and anecdotal information that is unlikely to be available from formal sta-

tistics (such as those from StatsCan and BC Stats)
4. Provide information that will guide decision making, planning, policy development and funding 

of programs
5. Highlight gaps in and barriers to strong regional food security

More specifically, this report is expected to:
6. Provide a foundation for directing the work of the Powell River Food Security Project to ensure 

that the limited resources of this program are used to maximum effectiveness
7. Help answer the question of whether Powell River needs a Food Policy Council to bring togeth-

er various stakeholders and develop a coordinated approach to food security in the region

The PRCFSA is thus a fact-finding project, providing an overview of the regional food system at this 
time—a snapshot of some of the important factors affecting food security. It does not claim to be a 
comprehensive analysis of all the factors that contribute to a healthy, sustainable food system, and 
is not intended to provide answers to specific questions of how to improve community food security. 
Hopefully, the information that is here will be used as a starting point for engaging decision-makers 
and interested community groups in a coordinated effort to further analyse the issues and take ac-
tion to improve our food system for all.

Acronyms
ALR Agricultural Land Reserve
BC Stats British Columbia Statistics
COPR City of Powell River
CSA Community Supported Agriculture
FPC Food Policy Council
FSP Food Security Project
GIS Geographic Information System
PRREDS  Powell River Regional Economic Development Society 
PRCFSA  Powell River Community Food System Assessment 
PREP Powell River Empoloyment Program
PRRD Powell River Regional District
PWG Project Working Group
SD47 School District 47
StatsCan Statistics Canada
VCH  Vancouver Coastal Health
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FOOD SECURITY AND A FOOD SYSTEMS APPROACH

“Community food security exists when all citizens obtain a safe, 
personally acceptable, nutritious diet through a sustainable food 
system that maximises healthy choices, community self-reliance 
and equal access for everyone…” 2

Food security is a broad, complex issue that is more effectively 
addressed from a community, or system, rather than an individ-
ual perspective.3  This approach takes into account the various 
aspects of human activity that contribute to the production, pro-
cessing, distribution, consumption and disposal of food, as well 
as the relationships between them and the information systems 
that surround them.4 The key components of a food system can 
be seen in the diagram below.

2 Miewald, C, Barbolet, H, et al (2007) Community Food System Assessment Guide for British Columbia, Centre for Sustainable Community
   Development, Simon Fraser University
3 Provincial Health Services Authority (2008) Community Food Assessment Guide
4 Coyne and Associates (2006) Richmond Food System Assessment, Richmond Poverty Response Committee
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THE FOOD SECURITY CONTINUUM

It can be useful to consider food secu-
rity along a continuum, from food secu-
rity practices that provide short-term relief 
and moving toward redesigning food sys-
tems and other social, environmental and 
economical structures that support them. 
Communities can have all three stages 
happening at the same time:

Stage 1 – Short-term Relief
Short-term relief includes emergency/
charitable food programs such as food 
banks and soup kitchens that primarily 
address immediate hunger.

Stage 2 – Capacity-building
Capacity-building food programs, such 
as community kitchens and community 
gardens, have the potential to empower 
participants through education and train-
ing, and help raise awareness of food is-
sues.

Stage 3 – Redesign
Redesign of the food system, through 
food policy councils, implementation of 
food policies, social enterprises and so-
cial advocacy to address poverty. It deals 
with the shortcomings of both the chari-
table and community food programs 
and is aimed at improving the economic, 
ecological and social sustainability of the 
food system.

Food systems are complex: they involve how 
and where food is grown and processed, how it 
gets distributed in the community, and people’s 
ability to find, afford and prepare it so that they 
have a diet that satisfies and sustains them.
As it was not possible to examine every aspect 
of every part of our food system, the Project 
Working Group (PWG) selected specific as-
pects of each component of the food system to 
assess, known as indicators.
These indicators (see full list in Appendix A) 
were carefully chosen on: the basis of their 
relevance to the local context; the feasibility of 
collecting useful information within the time-
frame and budget of the project; and the valid-
ity of that measure for assessing food security, 
based on previous research.
There is no established set of indicators for do-
ing a community food system assessment, but 
there has been considerable research done in 
British Columbia on the most useful measures 
and methods for understanding food secu-
rity at the local level.5 The indicators we used 
were primarily drawn from this research. Some 
of these indicators emerged to be beyond the 
scope of this report to comprehensively assess; 
however they are included because they pro-
vide useful information about some of the gaps 
in knowledge we need to address in order to 
move forward with coordinated food system 
improvements.

FOOD SECURITY INDICATORS

5 Provincial Health Services Authority (2010) Implementing Food Security Indicators

prfoodsecurity.orgCOMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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METHODOLOGY
In March 2015, the Food Security Project Coordinator brought 
together a team of volunteer researchers from the project part-
ner organisations, as well as others who had expressed interest 
to form the Project Working Group (PWG) and begin to plan the 
scope and process for the assessment. According to the Provin-
cial Health Services Authority’s Community Food Systems As-
sessment Guide6, the basic information needed to describe a 
community food system includes: 
 ▪ Socioeconomic profile and demography of the community  
 ▪ Type, abundance and distribution of food sources  
 ▪ Type, location, and amount of food production within the 

community (including hunting, fishing and gathering)  
 ▪ Physical access to food sources of different types  
 ▪ Price of foods required to meet weekly healthy eating needs 

for a household (Nutritional Food Basket Guide) 
 ▪ Levels of food insecurity experienced by various groups in the 

community
 ▪ Governance and decision making structures for developing 

food-related policy and improving capacity for food security

6 Provincial Health Services Authority (2010) Implementing Food Security Indicators
7 Provincial Health Services Authority (2008) Community Food System Assessment Guide

Hundreds of measures could be used to investigate and assess 
these elements of the regional food system. The first task of the 
PWG was to review a range of literature and select the most ap-
propriate indicators. Fortunately, there are a number of excellent 
guides for doing this, and many examples of other food system 
assessment reports to draw upon. Our main guide for the se-
lection of valid and reliable indicators of food security was the 
Community Food System Assessment Guide published by the 
Provincial Health Services Authority7.

Once the indicators were selected the PWG set about collecting 
information using a variety of methods, including:
 ▪ Review of recent food security and Community Food Systems 

Assessment literature, especially that relating to isolated, rural 
communities

 ▪ Internet searches for relevant local information, including the 
most recent statistics available on the Powell River region 
(often information on our area is aggregated with Vancouver 
Island, or is not broken out from the provincial level, so there 
are some gaps here)

 ▪ Gathering and analysis of local information from COPR, 
PRRD, SD47, VCH and others

 ▪ Geographic Information Systems (GIS) mapping of local food 
access points and transit routes

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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 ▪ A written survey of the six main food retailers in the region
 ▪ An email survey of 200 subscribers to a local food-related 

mailing list about their backyard food growing activities
 ▪ A face-to-face survey conducted with 32 local food growers
 ▪ Small group discussions with over 50 people belonging to 

groups identified as vulnerable to food insecurity
 ▪ A written Household Food Security survey with 17 local high 

school students
 ▪ An email survey of local school administrators on food-relat-

ed issues in schools
 ▪ In-depth interviews with over 30 community stakeholders 

working in the food system or with groups identified as vul-
nerable to food insecurity

 ▪ A review of policies supporting local community food security

Once this information was gathered, it was analysed, checked 
and collated into this report. There were of course obstacles to 
collecting all the information we set out to find: some of the se-
lected indicators proved impossible to find data for, while others 
were added as we saw gaps that needed to be addressed.
In addition, some of the information included is sensitive to 
change (service information in particular). We have striven for 
accuracy but apologise for any errors or omissions.

HOW TO READ THIS REPORT

 ▪ Each section of the report addresses a different aspect of the 
food system. The indicators that were used are listed at the 
beginning of each sub-section and define the scope and limi-
tations of the assessment for that food system component. 

 ▪ Indicators are written in quantifiable terms as much as pos-
sible; where the data was available it has been reported in 
statistical terms, however in some instances only anecdotal 
information was available to report. 

 ▪ The quotes that appear throughout the text are not individual-
ly attributed but in each case they come from key informants 
and were selected for their expression of a wider theme 
raised by others we spoke with.

 ▪ Where other information was readily available (such as on 
diet-related health) we kept the information presented here to 
a minimum. The intention was to fill in as many gaps as pos-
sible to present an overall picture of food security in the re-
gion, within the time and budgetary constraints of the project.

 ▪ References appear in footnotes throughout the text. All maps 
are hyperlinked; clicking on them will open a larger version 
on the FSP website for ease of reading.

prfoodsecurity.orgCOMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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Section 1: Environmental scan

1.1 GEOGRAPHY

Located within the traditional territory of Tla’amin Nation, the 
Powell River Regional District sits on the west coast of British 
Columbia along the shores of the Georgia and Malaspina Straits 
within the Salish Sea. The mainland and surrounding islands 
comprise 5,092 square kilometers (approximately 1,260,000 
acres.) Within those boundaries, the municipality of Powell River 
covers almost 29 square kilometers (approximately 7,150 acres.) 
Powell River is a geographically isolated community, roughly 
120km northwest of Vancouver as the crow flies; two ferries 
make it a five hour trip by vehicle.  Surrounded by fjords and 
mountainous terrain, elevation within the populated area rises 
from sea level to 150m within three kilometers.
Powell River sits within the Coastal Western Hemlock biogeocli-
matic zone—a temperate rainforest—and enjoys relatively cool 
summers and mild winters, one of the mildest climates in all of 
Canada. In 2015, the wet season averaged 6.2˚C and the dry 
season averaged 14.7˚C; the average mean temperature was 
10˚C with a total precipitation of 969mm.9 
Most of the populated area falls within a plant hardiness zone 
of 8, with some properties ranking 9a, the warmest in Canada.10

Copies of all maps 
within this report 

are available at  
prfoodsecurity.org

1.2 POPULATION

According to the most recent census, the population of the Pow-
ell River Regional District was 19,906, a growth of 1.6% since 
2006. Of those, 13,165 live within the municipal boundary. This 
means a population density of 3.9 people per square kilometer 
in the entire region, or 454/km2 within city limits and 1.3/km2 in 
the outlying areas.11 

This section provides an overview of some of the key environ-
mental and demographic factors affecting food security in the 
region, in order to establish a context for the assessment that 
follows. It is not a comprehensive community profile, which can 
be found elsewhere (such as the 2015 Vital Signs report.)8

  8 Powell River Community Foundation (2015) Powell River’s Vital Signs
  9 Environment and Climate Change Canada (2015) Daily Data
10 Natural Resources Canada (1981-2010) Plant Hardiness Zone Maps
11 Unless otherwise specified, all data in this section are from StatsCan 2011 Census National Household Survey results.

Location
Area
Climate

Number of residents
Population growth/decline
Population density
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1.3 AGE

In 2011, the Powell River area had 4,460 seniors, 12,450 working 
age residents (15-64 years old) and 2,635 children aged 0-14. 
There were 3,005 school-aged children (5-19.) 
There were 7,510 private households in Powell River in 2011. 
Of these, almost 20% were comprised of couples with children 
aged 24 and under at home. 

1.4 DIVERSITY

In 2011, 89% of Powell River’s population reported English only 
as mother tongue, 2.5% reported French only, and 8% reported 
only a non-official language. 150 people in private households 
reported speaking Aboriginal languages, and 1,895 reported 
speaking Non-Aboriginal, non-official languages.
1,875 people identified as having North American Aboriginal ori-
gins, with 1,400 having First Nations ancestry.
Between 2006 and 2011, the Powell River area gained 135 new 
immigrants. Overall, the region has 2,465 immigrants, with 73% 
of them having been born in Europe and 14% in the United 
States.

Age distribution and comparison to BC rates
Number of school-aged children

Cultural/ethnic background percentages
Recent immigrant numbers
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1.5 EDUCATION

As of 2011, the region had 10,745 people aged 25 to 64. Of these, 
1,315 did not have a high school diploma, certificate or degree. 
3,165 had a high school diploma or equivalent, and 6,265 had a 
postsecondary certificate, diploma or degree. 

1.6 EMPLOYMENT AND INCOMES

In 2010, the average income of the population aged 15 years and 
over was $33,909, compared to a provincial average of $39,415 
(a 14% difference). 
13.7% of Powell Riverites were in LIM in 2012, which was a little 
lower than national and provincial averages. However, our 2013 
childhood poverty rate at 23.1% was higher than the provincial 
average of 20.4%.12

Those working in 
agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting 

numbered 595 out of 
a total labour force 

population 8,840 (6.7%)

Percentage of residents with high school education
Percentage of residents with university education

Unemployment rates
Average income
Percentage in Low Income Measure (LIM)

12 Powell River Community Foundation (2015) Powell River’s Vital Signs

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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1.7 SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

From October 2013 through October 2015, an average of 1,103 
residents were receiving income assistance or employment in-
surance, with 215 dependent children among them. This is 5.2% 
of the population, while the province-wide average was 3.8% for 
the same period.13 

Housing is considered to be unaffordable if it accounts for 30% 
or more of household income, which means that over 63% of 
Powell Riverites had unaffordable housing in 2011. These house-
holds are less able to afford healthy food and other basic living 
costs (see section 3.1).
During a housing needs assessment in Powell River in 2007/2008, 
7% of the respondents fell under the category “absolute or hid-
den homelessness”, and at least 9% under the category “rela-
tive homelessness ”, as they spend over 70% of their income on 
housing.16

1.8 HOUSING & HOMELESSNESS

The vacancy rate in the City of Powell River in 2014 was 2%, 
and the average monthly rent for housing in Powell River was 
$651/month.14 As the current Disability Assistance allowance for 
a single person is a maximum of $794.56 per month,15 that would 
mean 82% of the allowance would be needed to pay rent. 
The average value of a private dwelling in 2011 was $284,067. 

Percentages receiving provincial disability assistance
Percentages receiving other provincial income assistance

13 Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation (2016) BC Employment and Assistance by Municipality dataset
14 Powell River Community Foundation (2015) Powell River’s Vital Signs
15 Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation (2016) BC Employment and Assistance Rate Tables
16 Alof!i Consultancy (2011) Homelessness Partnering Strategy Report for Powell River

Rental vacancy rates
Housing affordability
Estimated numbers of homeless
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1.9 PROPORTION OF RESIDENTS AT RISK OF FOOD INSECURITY

Health Canada defines household/individual food insecurity 
as “the inability to acquire or consume an adequate diet qual-
ity or a sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways or 
the uncertainty that one will be able to do so”.17 Therefore, the 
meaning of food insecurity ranges from worrying about running 
out of food (marginal food insecurity), to not being able to afford 
healthy food (moderate food insecurity), to missing meals or go-
ing hungry (severe food insecurity). 
Household food insecurity is influenced by a household’s abil-
ity to pay for food, physical access to adequate food resources, 
health requirements for nutritious food, and preferences for cul-
turally appropriate food. 
Key risk factors in household or individual food insecurity are 
low income, the costs of food and non-food essentials, geo-
graphic isolation, lack of transportation, and food literacy.
The greatest socioeconomic predictor of food insecurity in 
Canada (and developed countries in general) is low house-
hold income. 
Research shows that certain groups of people are most likely 
to be affected by one or more of these key risk factors. These 
include: 18 
 ▪ Aboriginal people
 ▪ lone-parent families
 ▪ women and children
 ▪ immigrants
 ▪ those living with disabilities
 ▪ the elderly

In 2012, 12.7% of the BC population was food insecure, as shown 
in the following table.19  

17 Health Canada (2012) Household food insecurity in Canada: An overview
18 Edge, J and Howard, A (2013) Enough for All: Household Food Security in Canada, Conference Board of Canada
19 Provincial Health Services Authority (2016) Food Costing in BC 2015

Severe 3.2%

Moderate 5.7%

Marginal 3.8%

Level of food insecurity in BC population %

Without doing a full Household Food Security Survey of the 
whole Powell River community (a major project needing time 
and resources beyond the scope of this research), it is not pos-
sible to say for sure how these provincial rates match regional 
ones; however, discussions with experts from VCH and other 
agencies, as well as review of the literature, suggests that rates 
of food insecurity in Powell River can be extrapolated from BC 
data. 

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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Section 3 of this report looks at access to adequate food at the 
local level, especially among vulnerable groups, in more detail.

With relatively high proportions of people belonging to identified 
vulnerable groups—including seniors, Aboriginal people, and 
those with low incomes—as well as the geographic isolation ex-
perienced by many, it can reasonably be assumed that at least 
one person in ten here is living with a degree of food insecurity.

prfoodsecurity.orgCOMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
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2. Food production and processing

Background
Food production in the Powell River region dates as far back 
as the original inhabitation by Tla’amin people, and continued 
when others settled in the area in the early 1900s to work in the 
emerging forestry industry. While farming declined in the 1950s 
due to improved access to global food supply chains and the 
relative cheapness of importing food, it has experienced some 
renewal in the last ten years, with a focus on sustainable and 
organic local food. The total number of farms in the region has 
risen slightly from 85 in 2006, to 94 in 2011.20

A detailed study of the potential for agricultural development 
and potential for food self-sufficiency in the region was complet-
ed on behalf of the PRRD in 2009.21 The current report does not 
attempt to recreate this work, but rather to provide an overview 
of food production in the region and add some information that 
wasn’t available at the time of the study. In addition, we spoke to 
over 30% of the area’s famers; this section presents some of the 
main issues they identified in producing food for Powell River.

KEY POINTS

 20 Statistics Canada (2011) Agricultural Census Data
 21 Powell River Regional Economic Development Society (2009) Economic Development Plan for Agriculture, From The Ground Up Resource
     Consultants

 ▪ Much of the region’s available land is not suitable for large-scale agriculture with-
out making expensive improvements

 ▪ There is capacity for smaller-scale production and increased interest among new 
farmers in growing food this way

 ▪ New farmers need access to affordable, suitably-sized land parcels and help with 
start-up costs to make food production viable

 ▪ A centralised source of information would be helpful, especially to assist farmers 
in pricing, promoting and distributing produce, and locating markets

 ▪ Backyard growing is an important source of food, however there is not a central, 
publicly available community garden for those needing the space and skill devel-
opment to grow their own food
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2.1 GROWING

Land designated ALR/suitable for food production
Availability and affordability of land suitable for food production
Number and types of farms (including aquaculture)
Amount and type of crops
Percentage of organic production
Cost of inputs
Farm incomes
Age of farmers

Land designated ALR/suitable for food production
Within the Powell River region, there are approximately 23,967 
hectares in the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR). There are no 
available data to show how much of this land is being used  for 
agriculture in Powell River specifically; the best estimate we can 
make is from a 2012 report for the Vancouver Island Coast re-
gion, which included Powell River (see figure in sidebar). It can 
be assumed that at least two thirds of ALR land here, as in the 
entire region, is not used for producing food.22 
Of course, many food producers are growing on land that is not 
part of the ALR. It is impossible to know exactly how many acres 
of non-ALR land are under production, but information from the 
farmers’ and backyard growers’ surveys, reported in the next 
Section, give some indication. 
The maps on the following pages illustrate some of the limita-
tions on agricultural productivity for raw land in the region. While 
they point to significant issues for large-scale, traditional agri-
culture, they do not mean that food cannot be produced on this 
land. 
The first map shows Land Capability by Class.  The Classes are 
standards that are used by Agriculture Canada. They show the 
varying potential of a specific area for agricultural production, 
and are based on characteristics of the soil as determined by 
soil surveys (see http://sis.agr.gc.ca/cansis/nsdb/cli/classdesc.
html for more information).  
The second and third maps depict Sub-Class. Sub-Class further 
defines Land Capability and provides explanation as to why an 
area is considered to be of a certain class.  For example, the 
first map may show an area as being Class 6 (which means 
that soils in this class are capable only of producing perennial 
forage crops, and improvement practices are not feasible).  To 
determine why this area is designated as Class 6, refer to the 
Sub-Class maps, to see that the area in question is Sub-Class 
‘W’, which means ‘Excess water’.  Please note that some areas 
only have one Sub-Class designation instead of two, so they 
may show-up as ‘No Data’ in the third map.

22 Island Coastal Economic Trust (2012) Vancouver Island Coast Region Framework for Agriculture

It is beyond the scope 
of this report to conduct 
a full assessment of 
the amount of food 
production that could 
be achieved by growing 
crops and using 
techniques suited to 
specific areas, but this 
information is needed 
to develop an accurate 
picture of Powell River’s 
capacity for food self-
sufficiency.
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Map developed for the PRCFSA by the Ministry of Environment, Knowledge Management Branch
This map can be accessed 
on a larger scale at  
prfoodsecurity.org
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Map developed for the PRCFSA by the Ministry of Environment, Knowledge Management Branch
This map can be accessed 
on a larger scale at  
prfoodsecurity.org
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Map developed for the PRCFSA by the Ministry of Environment, Knowledge Management Branch
This map can be accessed 
on a larger scale at  
prfoodsecurity.org
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A land capability assessment done for three parcels of ALR land 
in Wildwood, Cranberry and Westview Powell River in 2007 (re-
port available from City of Powell River) found the following:

Good (Class 2, improvable to Class 2 or 1) 24 7%
Fair (Class 4, improvable to Class 3 or 4) 108 30%
Poor (Class 4 to 6, improvable to Class 4 to 5) 190 54%
Very Poor (Class 5 to 7, not practically improvable) 31 9%
Total 352 100%

Soils with a Very Poor Agricultural Land Capability have severe 
limitations and are unsuitable for agriculture. Soils with a Poor 
Agricultural Land Capability are marginal for agriculture and 
can only be made productive with intense, costly and difficult 
improvements, which may not be practicable or economically 
feasible. They may be suitable for a small range of crops that 
require minimal cultivation or are tolerant of certain conditions 
that would preclude other crops. Such soils cover just over one-
half of the combined area (54%). Soils with a Fair Agricultural 
Land Capability are suitable, if not ideal, for agricultural produc-
tion. They experience some limitations which may result in less 
than optimal management (e.g., restricted tillage, restricted crop 
choice, delayed planting, and harvesting), or they may be suit-
able for a smaller range of crops. These lands cover just under 
one-third of the combined area (30%). Less than one-tenth of 
the combined area (7%) has Good Agricultural Land Capabil-
ity, and this land has mild limitations which can be improved to 
Class 1, or highly valuable soil.
The information in this section relates to a limited sample of the 
available land-base in Powell River. In order to accurately assess 
the capacity for agriculture of various types in the region, more 
comprehensive land capability assessment must be done. This 
was also the recommendation made by the 2009 Agricultural 
Development Plan23, which stated that a significant increase to 
food self-sufficiency for the region could only be achieved with 
the importation of costly imports and modifications to improve 
land, provide feed for live-stock, etc. 
Further land capability information for the region can be found 
here: http://sis.agr.gc.ca/cansis/publications/maps/cli/250k/agr/cli_250k_agr_92f_ne.jpg

Availability and affordability of land suitable for food production
Land affordability clearly has an impact on regional capacity for 
food production. Price per acre of land varies greatly in Powell 
River, depending on: improvements such as buildings, fences, 
etc; timber value; subdivision potential; proximity to town; ser-
vices available; and water quality and quantity. By far the biggest 
determination of value per acre is how large the parcel is. 
23 Powell River Regional Economic Development Society (2009) Economic Development Plan for Agriculture, From The Ground Up Resource 
    Consultants

Agricultural land capability Hectares %
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In 2015, one acre serviced lots were selling for $120,000- $130,000. 
There were only four larger farm properties (10-80 acres, with 
varying amenities) listed for sale in the region, ranging in price 
from $409,000 to $855,000.
In 2012, in an attempt to assist farmers with access to suitably 
sized parcels of land, the Powell River Regional Economic De-
velopment Society (PRREDS) sent a letter to all property owners 
with 5 acres or more within the City of Powell River, or 10 acres or 
more within the Regional District, inviting them to consider short 
or long-term leases, or sale of their land to potential farmers. This 
was the beginning of much-needed Agricultural Land Inventory, 
which is unfortunately no longer active; however the information 
that was gathered is still available from PRREDS upon request.
From September 2015 to February 2016, the PRCFSA team sur-
veyed thirty-two growers on a range of issues, including the 
question of land availability and affordability. Although some 
said that access to land parcels of the right size and at the right 
price was a barrier to commercially viable farming, others noted 
that land here is relatively affordable and that a lot of produc-
tion can happen at much smaller scales than traditional farms. 
A significant number mentioned how useful it would be to have 
a centralised information system to help them locate land suit-
able for their farming needs, and at least a third said that access 
to financial support (from local government and/or some kind 
of cooperative structure) is needed to help make farming in the 
region viable.

“Although you can find 
land for $5,000 an acre 

for larger parcels, 
 there are very few 

working farms 
 in our area, farms that 

generate enough income 
that they support a 

livelihood for the farmer 
and pay for the land.

Most land that is 
 for sale in our 

area would require 
substantial investment 

to get it into the state 
of farmland, including 

clearing, fencing, water, 
drainage, liming and 

fertilizing, infrastructure, 
etc., and much land 

 in our region 
 has soil that is 

 too poor
 to improve.”

Number and types of farms (including aquaculture) and farm incomes
The following table shows the number of farms, size and types of 
farms in the region from 1996 to 2011, as collected by StatsCan 
during the last census. It also shows the total value of these 
farms for the same period. There has been a slight increase in 
the number of farms in the region from 2006 to 2011, but an over-

Aquaculture

According to shellfish growers we spoke to, all of the 300,000 to 1 million pounds (depending on the year) of 
shellfish grown commercially in the region is exported, mainly to Asia.  As there is no shellfish processor on the 
Sunshine Coast, everything grown (mainly oysters) has to be sent to Vancouver or Vancouver Island and then 
sent back to Powell River via distributors. The cost of this out of area processing cuts significantly into the profits 
growers can make.

There is one major fish aquaculture operation in the region, West Coast Fish Culture, which farms steelhead in 
Lois Lake for supply across the US and Canada. We were not able to establish how much of this fish ends up 
on the plates of locals. 

In recent years, the City of Powell River and Sliammon First Nation, through their joint venture PRSC Limited 
Partnership, have been working to secure interest from private sector companies, post-secondary institutions 
and others involved in the aquaculture field, in the development of land based aquaculture operations on ma-
rine industrial lands adjacent to Catalyst Paper’s operations in Powell River. As of August 2013, a number of 
aquaculture companies producing a wide range of sea life (salmon, shellfish, black cod, sturgeon, algae, sea 
cucumber, etc…) had expressed an interest in establishing operations on the lands. 

From: City of Powell River’s Economic Development Strategy, 2014.
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The table above shows aggregated data for census respon-
dents classifying themselves as farmers. For this assessment, 
we wanted to ask a wide range of food producers, including 
small-scale growers, about their experiences of growing and 
selling food here (see Appendix C.) There is some overlap be-
tween the groups but it should be noted that the information 
presented below refers to the 32 growers we identified through 
local organisations and our own networks; these are not neces-
sarily those identified by StatsCan as farmers. 

Source: Statistics Canada’s Census of Agriculture prepared by Ministry of Agriculture, Statistics and Research (2013)

Local Farmer Survey results: 

...some farmers reported raising a combined total of 8 goats, 24 cattle,46 pigs,  
73 sheep, 166 rabbits, 1,575 poultry, and 2,000,000 oysters;

others sold a combined total of 13,500 pounds of meat, 19,300 pounds 
of fruits & veggies, and 36,450 dozen eggs per year;

the remaining farmers reported their annual sales in dollar amounts, 
which ranged from $2,000 to $200,000.

all decrease, from 96 to 94 farms, since 1996. However, as data 
from our farmers’ survey suggests (reported on the following 
pages), there is a current interest in small-scale, organic farm-
ing and need for programs and structures to support this. This is 
discussed further, below.

Census of Agricultural Data 1996 2001 2006 2011

In response to the question of amount produced...
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Challenges
In addition to basic information about their farming operations, 
we asked producers to tell us what challenges they experienced 
in growing food here, and what they needed to improve the vi-
ability of their farming activities. A number of themes emerged 
from the responses, from most frequently mentioned to least, 
summarised below:
1. Cost of inputs, especially feed for animals

We asked farmers about their costs for inputs—those things 
they need to buy, such as seed, hay, soil amendments, etc. to 
produce their food. This was the challenge mentioned most fre-
quently during interviews, with over half of the sample noting it 
as an issue they faced. Obviously the amount varies according 
to the type and size of farm (for example, some are able to use 
manure from livestock for growing vegetables), but the average 
cost reported by smaller-scale mixed farmers (1-5 acres) was 
about $1000 per year. This represents a significant cost to many. 
The rising cost of feed—especially the expense of having quality 
hay trucked in—was often commented upon by those raising 
animals. 

“All it takes is needing 
a major thing like a new 

fence or water pump one 
year, and that puts you 

way behind”. 

The question, “Does your farm sustain the livelihood you want?” 
is a complex one. Overwhelmingly, our respondents were work-
ing part time or full time jobs, or one partner worked full time, 
while the other focused on the farm. Almost all respondents 
would prefer to be working on the farm full time.
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2. Coordination, networks and centralised resources, especially links be-
tween growers and buyers:

Many growers expressed a desire for more coordination and 
networking between those with common farming interests, es-
pecially with regard to the sharing of information and equipment. 
Of particular interest was the possibility of a resource (possibly 
online) to facilitate distribution of available produce to retailers 
and consumers. Getting local food off farms and into grocery 
stores is a complicated issue involving choice of crops, transpor-
tation, storage, packing and other elements beyond the scope of 
a full discussion in this report. 
Currently, many small growers rely on word of mouth to find a 
market for distribution of their products, and without knowledge 
of where demand lies, are not able to do so efficiently. Similarly, 
many of the people we spoke to mentioned the need to pool re-
sources for the purchase of expensive equipment that could be 
shared, such as tractors.
There are a number of models in operation across Canada to 
increase the amount of local food that is distributed in a com-
munity.24 One such model that has found success is that of a 
food hub (see box).
The local Farmers’ Institute maintains a website providing some 
information for new farmers, as well as contacts for member 
farms and farming-related services. 

“We  need a 
communication network 

to facilitate local 
food distribution and 

knowledge transfer...a 
community hub or 
online resource to 

communicate what is 
available and have all the 
resources in one place.”

“We need more 
cooperation, and a  

co-op where farmers 
can purchase equipment 
together and access it.”

A food hub for Powell River?

A food hub is defined by the US Department of Agriculture as: “A centrally located facility with a business 
management structure facilitating the aggregation, storage, processing, distribution, and/or marketing 
of locally/regionally produced food products.” The core components of a food hub provide:

1) Aggregation/Distribution-Wholesale
A drop off point for multiple farmers and a pick up point for distribution firms and customers that want to 
buy source-verified local and regional food

2) Active coordination
Hub business management team that actively coordinates supply chain logistics, including seeking 
market for producers and coordinating efforts with distributors, processors, and buyers.

3) Permanent facilities
Space and equipment for food to be stored, lightly processed, packed and possibly even sold under a 
hub’s regional label.

A hub may also provide wholesale and retail vending space, offer space for health and social service 
programs, community kitchens, community meetings, etc. Research suggests that food hubs result in:

 ▪ Expanded market opportunities for agricultural producers
 ▪ Job creation in rural areas
 ▪ Increased access of fresh healthy foods for consumers, with strong potentials to reach underserved 

areas and food deserts 
From: USDA AMS (2010) Regional Food Hubs: Linking producers to new markets.

24 See the Alberta Agriculture and Forestry website at: www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/sis13993 
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5. Access to land

As mentioned in the section on land affordability, access to suit-
ably sized and priced arable land is an issue for potential food 
producers. There are few parcels of sufficient size available, and 
those that are can be prohibitively expensive for someone want-
ing to get into farming. A number of interviewees had ideas for 
addressing this issue, most revolving around some kind of land 
leasing arrangement. Interestingly, a recent report into the im-
pact of land prices on food security in Metro Vancouver sug-
gests that leasing may not be a long-term solution to land af-
fordability issues (see box on next page). It was suggested by a 
few interviewees, however, that longer term leases by govern-
ment or non-profit land holding organisations, under terms that 
encourage land capability improvement, may offer an important 
alternative to outright purchase for prospective farmers in the 
Powell River region.

“A possibility is...a 
Land Trust, where 
landowners allow 

agricultural endeavours 
and an affordable home 

to facilitate a new 
generation of farmers...

lease templates and 
guidelines to help these 
arrangements would be 

indispensable.”

“Need a land-leasing 
cooperative and 

centralised source of 
financial support.”

“We need to encourage 
young people to farm...

there is a lot of land 
available and we should 

give 99-year leases 
at affordable rates as 

incentives to farmers.”

“Farmers need help 
getting started, 
especially small 
farmers who don’t get 
government help...
we need access to 
municipal and regional 
district grants.”

4. Start-up costs, especially for improving soil and water limitations

In addition to the capital required to access farm land in the first 
place, growers face various costs associated with making the 
necessary improvements to start farming, particularly with re-
gard to adding fertility to soil and developing infrastructure for 
providing water. A number of people noted the lack of access 
to financial assistance for making these improvements as a sig-
nificant barrier for would-be farmers, and suggested that local 
government make grants available.

“People here don’t 
understand the value 
of organically grown 

food and so they don’t 
accept the higher cost 
of produce. Local food 

is undervalued and 
underpriced...we need 

community commitment 
to purchasing local 

produce, starting with 
local government 

support.”

3. Consumer understanding of value of local food

Around a third of farmers talked about the public understand-
ing of local food prices and the limited number of people in the 
community willing to pay for the true value of the food they grow. 
Some thought this was a result of lack of education and that lo-
cal government, farmers and the wider food community should 
do more to inform consumers. Others believed that there would 
always be a limited number of people willing to pay a premium 
for local and organic food, and that in a small place such as 
Powell River, this creates a cap on the market. Several people 
mentioned the importance of local food procurement policies 
in institutions such as the City of Powell River, the Powell River 
Regional District and School District 47.
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A number of growers also mentioned the potential importance 
to the region of alternative models of food production involving 
less land than traditional agriculture, such as permaculture and 
other forms of small-scale organic growing.

The community farm model
A 2009 survey of  community farms in BC reports that: “Commu-
nity farms, broadly defined, are multi-functional entities that in-
corporate a wide variety of activities on a shared land base. Food 
production, environmental education, agricultural mentorship 
and training, social services, conservation of natural and cultural 
heritage, outdoor recreation and provision of co-housing are just 
a few of the initiatives that are currently developing on BC farms. 
Community farms can help address some of the challenges 
faced by farmers and communities because they: 
 ▪ Support local food systems by supplying locally grown food
 ▪ Protect farmland for long-term food production through land 

trusts, covenants, and other  means
 ▪ Give new farmers access to affordable land through long-term 

leases
 ▪ Provide supportive and flexible labour pools.”

(From Wittman, H, 2009, Community Farms in BC: Building Local Food Systems for Sustain-
able Communities)

There has been interest in developing a community farm in Powell 
River. In 2015 the Society for the Advancement of Local, Sustain-
able Agriculture (SALSA) conducted research into the feasibility 
of a self-sustaining mixed farm for the region, with inconclusive 
results. Finding a suitable land parcel, sourcing start-up funds, 
selecting a model for management and operation, working co-
operatively with existing food producers, and engaging the sup-
port of the wider community are all issues to be addressed. 
At the time of writing, a proposal to use centrally located ALR land 
to develop a community incubator farm was under discussion 
between COPR, PRRD, SD47, VIU and other stakeholders. An in-
cubator farm offers land, technical assistance and equipment for 
beginning farmers during the critical early years of start-up. The 
types of resources and services offered by farm incubator proj-
ects vary depending on geographic area, demographics, fund-
ing, and other factors. However, the overall goal of farm incu-
bator projects is consistent: to minimise the barriers to entry for 
aspiring and beginning farmers. An excellent source of further 
information can be accessed at: http://nesfp.org/sites/default/files/uploads/
nifti_toolkit_v2.pdf

prfoodsecurity.orgCOMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
2. Food production and processing 31

http://nesfp.org/sites/default/files/uploads/nifti_toolkit_v2.pdf
http://nesfp.org/sites/default/files/uploads/nifti_toolkit_v2.pdf


prfoodsecurity.org

6. Marketing and business management

Around a third of our sample mentioned challenges with busi-
ness planning, management and marketing of their products. 
Some said they would benefit from assistance with the business 
side of their operations (particularly identifying funding opportu-
nities), but the most frequently reported need was for help with 
finding and promoting to potential consumers and, to a lesser 
extent, retailers.

“Farmers need help 
with marketing their 

products and getting it 
to the people who want 

it. This would help create 
the consistent demand 

we need to create a 
viable market for local 

produce.”

“Need help with how 
to set prices and find 

grants.”

7. Local government support

Several farmers mentioned the need for local government sup-
port, ranging from a commitment to procurement of local pro-
duce, to promotion of local agriculture, to providing funding 
opportunities. A number of specific ideas were mentioned, in-
cluding:
 ▪ Municipal support for insurance for those holding slaughter 

licenses 
 ▪ Regional District support with the purchase of a mobile poul-

try abattoir
 ▪ Both local governments to provide start-up and land improve-

ment loans
 ▪ Regional District centralised farmland database to assist with 

matching land to growers
 ▪ Investment in irrigation and drainage infrastructure in farming 

areas, such as Kelly Creek

Leasing farmland: an alternative to purchasing for farmers?
Land leasing may be one approach for increasing farming in Powell 
River, but is a complex issue. A recent study in Vancouver noted the 
following:
“Due to the high price of farmland, an increasing number of farmers 
are leasing farmland to start or expand their farm businesses. Although 
leasing is more financially feasible than purchasing land, most farm-
ers do not see it as a long-term business strategy.
“In a recent survey of prospective farmers, 100% of respondents indi-
cated that their long-term goal is to own rather than lease farmland.  
Leasing is often seen as an important option for new farmers who 
have difficulty finding affordable land near urban markets. 
“The challenge that leasing presents to establishing sustainable 
farming businesses is that fewer capital investments and land 
stewardship practices are made on leased farmland because of 
the short-term tenure of agreements as well as the risk of losing 
any financial investment in buildings, irrigation or drainage infra-
structure. 
“Given these limitations, a food system built around the practice of 
farmland leasing is not sustainable.” 
From: Home on the Range: Cost pressures and the price of farmland in Metro Vancouver (Vancity, 2016)
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2.2 HUNTING, FISHING AND GATHERING

Amount/type of hunting
Amount/type of fishing
Amount/type of gathering

Hunting
The Provincial Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource 
Management conducts surveys from a random selection of 
hunters to estimate the numbers of big game harvested annu-
ally in each management area. The 2013 survey results for area 
212, which includes Powell River (but not Texada), indicated that 
that resident hunters harvested 35 mule deer, 10 elk and 87 com-
bined ducks, grouse and geese. Since these numbers are based 
on survey returns from a random selection of hunters, the actual 
number could vary considerably from the estimate. 
Indeed, the owner of a local outdoor/hunting/fishing store es-
timated that he issued 350 - 500 tags for hunting deer in 2015 
(each tag issued allows for the harvest of 1 deer from the Pow-
ell River area and 2 deer from Texada; one tag is permitted per 
person, per year). In his estimation, around 25% of tag holders 
could be expected to take a deer, which would put the number 
harvested at around 87-125 per year. Undoubtedly, some deer 
are harvested by hunters without tags, so this is a conservative 
figure.
Bears are also hunted for food in the area. Around fifty bear tags 
per year are issued, allowing for the harvesting of 2 bears per 
tag. It is estimated that 35 - 40% of tag holders would take a bear, 
putting the number at 17-20. 
There is also a system of limited entry hunting for game such as 
moose, elk and caribou, estimated to result in the (mostly out of 
area) harvesting of 25 -30 animals that come back into the local 
food system.
Interviews with a local butcher/processor suggests that between 
80 and 90 orders for processing deer, elk and moose were re-
ceived in the year up to November 2015.
How much of this meat ends up on the plates of local residents is 
not known (and regulations mean that none of this meat is able 
to be commercially sold and/or distributed), but clearly there 
are opportunities for supplementing diets with hunted game for 
Powell River people, and it can be assumed that this is an im-
portant aspect of food security for a section of the community.
It should be noted, however, that hunting is not a cheap or easy 
method for increasing household food security; the cumulative 
costs and effort of acquiring tags, firearms, training, licenses, ve-
hicles, freezers (and boats, in the case of fishing) are prohibitive 
to many people, especially those already vulnerable to food in-
security.
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Fishing
There is surprisingly little commercially harvested seafood mak-
ing its way into the local food system, as much of it is exported 
and there are very few processors in the area. We did attempt to 
gather data on the total number of pounds of locally caught sea-
food and its value, but this information was not available from 
the Department of Fisheries and Oceans. The following offers 
highlights of what we were able to find out by talking to local 
fishers.
 ▪ At least 80% of the prawns caught in 2015 by approximately 

18 commercial boats left Powell River, mainly for Japan and 
China. 

 ▪ There are no longer any local commercial herring or halibut 
fisheries; whatever is consumed locally is sport-caught or 
coming from out of area. 

 ▪ Many people in the region harvest finfish, crab, prawns and 
shellfish to supplement their diets, and particularly salmon. 
Approximately 1500-2000 seafood harvesting licenses per 
year are issued by the local outdoor store, with around 10% 
of these for shellfish only, and the remaining 90% for finfish 
and shellfish. 

 ▪ The majority of sport fishing is for spring, coho and sockeye 
salmon, as well as lingcod and halibut. There is no data on 
the amount of sport fishing actually taking place, however, 
according to the Powell River Salmon Society (PRSS): “In 
the Powell River area, sports fishing opportunities have been 
steadily improving since the scale of the PRSS enhancement 
program has increased and fish returns have grown annu-
ally.  Although there are only anecdotal sources of evidence 
available, most of the local sources—such as the fishing logs 
maintained by gear outlets and marinas—indicate that the 
past two years have seen the best fishing for a decade.”25

25 Current information on the release and return rates for four species of salmon hatched at Lang Bay Hatchery can be found at
    www.prsalmon.org/about-the-fish/chinook
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Gathering
Anecdotally, we know that gathering foods, such as wild mush-
rooms, nettles, berries, etc., is an important practice for some 
local residents, particularly members of Tla’amin Nation, but 
how much this currently happens, and what impact it has on 
household food security, is not known. A 2010 study of First Na-
tions food security identified the most important traditional foods 
among 83 Tla’amin participants who took part:26

Salmon (any type) 95

Deer meat 73

Blackberry, large (Himalayan) 89

Salmon, Sockeye 77

Prawn 67

Salmon, Chum (dog) 65

Clams (any type) 80

Salmonberries 76

Elk meat 53

Oysters 64

2.3 COMMUNITY PRODUCTION

Number of community gardens

Community gardens provide small plots of land for members 
of the public to use (sometimes for a small annual fee) to grow 
food for themselves. In addition to increased confidence in their 
personal food security, especially for those on low incomes, 
community gardeners gain knowledge and experience in gar-
dening, business practices, life skills, nutrition, and ecological 
practices. They can produce affordable food for their families, 
including vegetables they may not be able to get in supermar-
kets.27 
Neighbourhood community gardens function like other com-
munity gardens but they are often smaller and placed for easy 
access for members, often within walking distance from partici-
pants’ homes. In some communities, land owners make areas 
such as front and back yards available for neighbours to grow 
and share food, and any excess harvest is distributed to soup 
kitchens and food banks.
There are several communal gardens in Powell River that offer 
opportunities for people to grow food in a shared space; how-
ever, most of them are attached to organisations or churches, 
and are only available to members or clients. During the course 
26 Chan, L, Receveur, O, et al (2011) First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study (FNFNES): Results from British Columbia (2008/2009),
    University of Northern British Columbia
27 Powell River Employment Program Society (2006) Powell River Community Food Action Initiative Report 

Traditional Food % of consumers
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Community Resource Centre  
Demonstration Garden

Joyce Ave, Westview CRC, Family Place and BOND

Source Club Garden Joyce Ave, Westview Clients of the Source Club

Brain Injury Society Garden Duncan Ave, Westview Clients of the BIS

Club Bon Accueil Garden Manson Ave, Westview Members of CBA

Kelly Creek Community Church  
Garden

Zilinsky Rd, Kelly Creek Public

Sycamore Commons Permaculture 
Garden

Sycamore St, Townsite Public

Seventh Day Adventist Church  
Community Garden

Manson Ave, Westview Public

Southview Garden Southview Rd, North of 
Town

Contact Sharon Dennie 
smdennie@yahoo.ca

Tla’amin Community Garden Salish Drive, Tla’amin Members of Tla’amin  
Nation

Sunflower Wellness Society Garden Cranberry St,  
Cranberry

Contact Carol Battaglio 
carol.battaglio@gmail.com

2.4 HOME BASED PRODUCTION

of the PRCFSA research, many people we spoke with mentioned 
the need for a centrally-located, allotment style community gar-
den in Powell River that is available to all community residents. 
The Powell River Garden Club expressed interest in collaborat-
ing with the Food Security Project on the development of a com-
munity garden (possibly on City land) that would meet this need 
and also grow food for distribution to those on low-incomes or 
experiencing other barriers to accessing fresh, healthy food. 

Community gardens in the Powell River Area

Percentage of people growing some of their own food

In 2015, the Society for the Advancement of Local Sustainable 
Agriculture (SALSA) carried out a local agriculture survey in 
Powell River. 82% of 194 respondents said that they grow some 
of their own food (although large supermarkets are still the main 
source of food for 74% of them). 
A survey was also conducted at the Annual Edible Garden Tour, 
where attendees were asked to indicate on their event feedback 
forms whether or not they grew any of their own food: over 200 
people attended this event in 2015 (in itself a strong indication of 
interest in growing food) and 52 respondents said they currently 
grow produce for personal/family consumption. 

Garden Location Available to
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A brief survey regarding amount and types of backyard food pro-
duction was also sent out via the Skookum Provisioners Coop-
erative email contact list. Thirty-three (of around 200) people re-
sponded, most of whom reported growing an astounding array 
of fruits, vegetables, herbs and nuts to feed themselves, families 
and friends.
In addition, Skookum Gleaners, which organises volunteers to 
pick backyard fruit and nut trees, and distributes the produce 
between growers, pickers and the community, estimates that 
around one metric tonne of fruit was harvested in 2015.
While there was undoubtedly considerable overlap between re-
spondents to these three surveys, and all three likely draw on a 
group of people more likely to be growing their own food than 
the general Powell River population, these results do indicate 
that a significant amount of backyard production is taking place 
for personal consumption, as well as to supplement livelihoods 
via informal trades and sales.

2.5 FOOD PROCESSING

Number and type of food processing operations

Very little commercial-scale food processing takes place in the 
region. There are currently two major seafood processors: Tay-
lor Shellfish and West Coast Fish Culture. There are a number of 
small-scale processors using locally grown ingredients, but oth-
er than some anecdotal reports of these products being stocked 
by smaller grocery stores (such as Ecossentials and Mitchell 
Brothers), we were not able to gather quantitative data on the 
value of these activities to the local food system. 

The 106 Acre Challenge
In 2011, local growers and permaculture experts Julia Adam and Rob Hughes dreamt up the 
Powell River 106 Acre Challenge. Having learned a lot about using small-scale food growing 
methods to produce large quantities of food without depleting or damaging soil health, they 
became interested in the question of how much space it would require to grow enough veg-
etables to feed Powell River. Based on their research, they came up with the following calcula-
tion:  
 ▪ Average Canadian adult consumption of vegetables per year: 175 lbs.
 ▪ Add 20% more vegetables for good health: 210 lbs.
 ▪ Powell River regional population: 22000 
 ▪ Amount of vegetables consumed in Powell River per year: 4.62 million lbs 
 ▪ Average weight of vegetables produced per square foot of garden: 1 lb
 ▪ Total square feet required for Powell River vegetable consumption: 4.62 million sq feet 

= 106 acres 
They began an inventory of backyard gardeners to find out how much land was already being 
used to produce these vegetables and how much more would be needed but were unable to 
continue with this due to other commitments. Of course, even once the food is growing, it still 
needs to be distributed throughout the community, but it’s worth noting that 106 acres is not all 
that much land, especially if it included a few mid-sized community gardens...
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LOOKING FORWARD

 ▪ Conduct more comprehensive regional land capability assessment and audit the 
current use and capacity of ALR land

 ▪ Assess the need for and barriers to accessing suitable land for new farmers 
 ▪ Bring local government and agriculture groups together to assess the need for 

and feasibility of a centralised information and skill-sharing resource for growers, 
including looking at the possibility of developing a community farm and/or food 
hub

 ▪ Investigate possible education campaign to increase consumer awareness of the 
value and availability of locally grown food

 ▪ Assess the demand for allotment-type food gardens that are accessible by public 
transport and/or in areas with apartments
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3. Food access, distribution & consumption

Factors influencing food access and consumption for individuals

No matter how much food is grown in an area, without systems 
and structures to ensure that it gets into the shopping baskets 
and onto the plates of residents, there can be no food secu-
rity. This section looks at the way people in Powell River access 
food, and the factors affecting their ability to acquire, prepare 
and consume the food they need to lead healthy lives. Obvi-
ously, this is a hugely complex part of any food system that is im-
pacted by social, economic and environmental factors beyond 
the scope of this report (see below). In light of this, we have 
chosen to focus on people most vulnerable to food insecurity 
(identified in Section 1.9), to try to identify the most important 
issues to address.

KEY POINTS

 ▪ The monthly cost of sufficient, nutritious food for a family of four in Powell River is 
around $997, which means that many people in the community are struggling to af-
ford an adequate diet on their current income

 ▪ Ability to afford food is one of many factors affecting peoples’ food security: getting to 
fresh food outlets, and having the time, knowledge and skill to prepare meals are also 
challenges, especially for vulnerable groups including Aboriginal  people, seniors, 
single parents, young people and those with disabilities

 ▪ There is a range of services providing food for those on low incomes; however these 
do not always provide the kinds of food people want and may be difficult for some to 
access

Source: Glanz K, Sallis JF, Saelens BE et al. (2005) Healthy nutrition environments: concepts and measures.
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3.1 BASIC FOOD COSTS

Cost of nutritious food basket

A nutritious food basket (NFB) represents a selection of grocery 
items that meets Canada’s Food Guide, and reflects the general 
eating behaviours of Canadians. It is commonly used to moni-
tor the affordability and accessibility of foods by relating the 
cost of the food basket to individual and household incomes. 
In May and June 2015, the Regional Health Authorities col-
lected and priced information for 67 food items in nearly 200 
grocery stores across BC to determine the cost of a nutritionally 
adequate, balanced diet.
From this it was determined that the average monthly cost of a 
nutritious food basket for a reference family of four in the Van-
couver Coastal Health region was $997, up $63 from 2013 (the 
BC average cost in 2015 was $974). 
Average monthly cost of the nutritious food basket for a reference family of four across the BC health authorities in 2015

The cost of a NFB for a sample lone-parent family is demonstrated here:

Gender Age Average monthly cost

Female 35 years $231
Male 12 years $217

Multiply by the household adjustment factor for a family of two x 1.10

Total cost $493
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In Powell River in 2013, the median total family income of fami-
lies that were classified as low income was $14,590.28 This com-
prised 2,970 persons—just about 15% of the total population. 
When considered alongside the average cost of rent in Powell 
River (see page 15) and a Nutritious Food Basket for a family of 
four, it can be seen that many are potentially struggling to afford 
enough healthy food each month:

3.2 FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS

Number of food grocery stores, convenience stores, res-
taurants and fast food outlets per capita
Percentage of population within walking distance (450 
meters) of a large grocery store or of public transporta-
tion that will take them to a large grocery store
Number of farmers markets and number of farmers at-
tending each market
Availability and affordability of local food

Number of food grocery stores, convenience stores, restau-
rants and fast food outlets per capita
Many studies have show that relative lack of access to full-ser-
vice grocery stores and easier access to fast and convenience 
foods may be linked to household food insecurity.29 

Grocery stores 6 0.0003

Convenience stores (little or no fresh food) 13 0.0006

Restaurants/cafes (excluding fast food outlets) 24 0.0010

Fast food outlets 17 0.0008

Farmers’ markets 7 0.0003

28 Statistics Canada. Table 111-0015 - Family characteristics, Low Income Measures (LIM), by family type and family type composition, annual, CANSIM
    (database). (accessed: ) April 25, 2016  
29 United States Department of Agriculture (2009) Access to Affordable and Nutritious Food: Measuring and Understanding Food Deserts and Their 
    Consequences, Economic Research Service

All of the grocery 
stores will deliver. 

Most offer free delivery 
to seniors, otherwise 
delivery prices range 
from $7.50 to $10.50.

Food Outlet Type Number Per Capita
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As the previous table shows, there are 13 main outlets for fresh 
food in the region (including farmers’ markets), relative to 30 out-
lets for convenience and fast foods. All six of the main grocery 
stores (including the 3 supermarkets) are located within city lim-
its.
Access to transportation for grocery shopping is clearly a key 
factor in food security: without access to transportation to reach 
food retail outlets, some households rely on less nutritious or 
more costly options that are closer at hand (e.g., convenience 
stores or fast food outlets) or go without sufficient food supplies.30

The food balance effect occurs when residents of a neighbour-
hood have to travel a greater distance to a grocery store than 
to a ‘fringe food’ outlet such as a fast food restaurant or conve-
nience store. In out of balance areas, residents are more likely to 
experience food insecurity and poorer health outcomes. Some 
studies have suggested that this ratio of distance to fresh food 
versus convenience food is more important for healthy com-
munities than simply the distance to grocery stores (although it 
should be noted that this research has been conducted in large 
US cities and to the knowledge of the PWG has not been vali-
dated in smaller, rural communities such as Powell River.)31

The following maps show the location of food outlets across the 
region and indicate a 450m zone for walking or public transit 
access. While it was not possible for us to quantify the food bal-
ance for Powell River, these maps do demonstrate that a num-
ber of areas in the region do have much greater access to fringe 
food than they do to fresh food.

30 Edge, J and Howard, A (2013) Enough for All: Household Food Security in Canada, Conference Board of Canada
31 Mari Gallagher Consulting (2006) Examining the impact of food deserts on public health in Chicago
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Number of farmers’ markets and number of farmers attend-
ing each market
There are a number of farmers’ markets in the region, selling lo-
cal fruit, vegetables, meat, eggs and other produce. At the time 
of publication, the first year-round, centrally located market was 
being launched. This may help to address the issue of difficulty 
of access (the main market is located away from the city centre 
and has limited transit access), which was mentioned by a num-
ber of survey respondents and interviewees.

Powell River Open Air Farmers’ Market 
(PROAFM) 
Exhibition Grounds 
McLeod Rd, Powell River

Sat 10:30am - 12:30pm 
Sun 12:30pm - 2:30pm 
Apr 25 to Sept 27

7-8 per week

Uptown Farmers’ Market 
Community Resource Centre 
Joyce Ave, Powell River

Sat 10:30am - 12:30pm 
All year

Not known as yet, starts mid 
April, 2016

Kelly Creek Garden Market 
Zilinsky Rd, Kelly Creek

Fri 5:30pm - 7:30pm 
Jun to Sept

5-6 per week

Lund Farmer’s Market 
Lund Harbour, Lund

Fri 2:00pm - 5:00pm 
Sun 12:00pm - 2:00pm 
Jul and Aug

1-3 per week

Savary Island Farmers’ Market  
(a satellite of the PROAFM) 
Savary Island

Tues 11:00am - 3:00pm 
Jul and Aug

1-3 per week

Texada Farmers’ Market 
Gilles Bay Ball Park, Texada

Sun 12:00pm - 1:30pm 
Jun to Oct

Average of 3 per week

Lasqueti Farmers’ Market 
Lasqueti Island

Sat 10:00am - 1:00pm 
Summer

Not known

Farmers’ markets in the Powell River region (accurate at time of print; subject to change)

Farmers’ Market Nutrition Coupon Program
The PROAFM is part of the BC Farmers’ Market Association Nu-
trition Coupon Program.
This program provides coupons redeemable for produce (fruit, 
vegetables, eggs, meat, fish, nuts and dairy) for 16 weeks over 
the market season for low income residents qualifying via se-
lected programs. Each person receives $15 per week worth 
of coupons ($10 for fruit and vegetables, and $5 for eggs and 
meat). In 2015 the Powell River program served 5 seniors, 15 
BOND participants and 15 Family Place participants a week.
In response to a 2015 survey done by the participating organisa-
tions, most coupon recipients reported a high level of satisfac-
tion with the program and say they feel healthier for having this 
access to fresh, locally grown food; however some people report 
the difficulty in accessing the market venue without personal 

Market name Hours of operation # of farmers selling produce
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transportation. A shuttle bus between Town Centre Mall and the 
market was trialled by the PRRD for a year, but there was little 
uptake. Users report that this was because of the difficulty of 
getting multiple, limited bus services to line up on a weekend in 
order to make the journey to the market and back within the two 
hour window. This may be one of the reasons that $1500 worth 
of coupons were not redeemed during the 2015 season.

Availability and affordability of local food
Other than the farmers’ markets and a number of direct farm-
gate outlets, there is a limited supply of locally grown food avail-
able from retail outlets. We surveyed the six main grocery stores 
on the amount of local food they stock and the barriers to in-
creasing this supply, and received three responses. The super-
markets have very limited supplies of local products, largely as a 
result of global supply chains and economies of scale: imported 
food is generally cheaper, supplied year-round and in volumes 
able to meet consumer demand. However, there is some indi-
cation that the demand is there for local food, if supply and dis-
tribution barriers could be overcome, as noted in the following 
comments by one retailer: 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
A CSA is an alternative food distribution system that engages eaters 
as equal partners in the growing of food. Consumers take on some 
of the risk of the farm by paying up front for a share of the season’s 
produce grown by a local farmer or a group of farmers. The food 
is delivered directly to consumers or to nearby drop off points on a 
weekly basis throughout the growing season.

Only one of the farmers we spoke to is currently offering a mixed 
produce CSA in Powell River. Others had done so in the past but 
found that the time needed to deliver to shareholders was prohibi-
tive, suggesting that a centralised distribution point would be need-
ed to make this effective for small-scale producers.

“Local produce, while restricted by the season does not have the barriers of packaging, 
large volumes and capital requirements required for the other categories [meat, dairy, 
baked goods].  To fully realise the potential, there must be adequate supply...the demand 
is clearly there. 
“The challenge for local producers can be distribution; national retailers tend to play one 
producer against another to lower price which is not healthy for the farmer…
“The demand [for local produce] is clearly there, however I believe this demand can 
be even more powerful with proper marketing. From a retailer standpoint, we are able 
to fully support those that offer a reliable supply, a quality product acceptable to the 
consumer at a reasonable price.”
Sunshine Organics provides a delivery service of organically-
grown fruit and vegetables to households in the Powell River 
and Comox Valley areas. Produce is purchased from local farms 
whenever possible during the growing season, and a variety of 
box sizes and contents is available.
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3.3 ACCESS TO FOOD FOR PEOPLE IN VULNERABLE GROUPS

Number and type of low-cost food resources available
Self-reported experience of:
 Tla’amin Nation
 Low-income earners 
 Recent immigrants 
 People with disabilities (including mental health issues)
 Seniors 
 Young parents/single-parents
 Young people

For the purposes of this report, the term “vulnerable groups” re-
fers broadly to those who are greater risk of experiencing food 
insecurity than the general population. Considerable research 
on food insecurity in Canada has shown these groups to include: 
seniors; recent immigrants; aboriginal people; people living with 
mental health conditions and other disabilities; and low income 
earners.32 The low-cost, or charitable food sector aims to provide 
those in need with access to healthy and culturally-appropriate 
food. This includes food re-distribution (e.g., food hampers), free 
or low-cost meals, and shelters with meals.
Powell River does not have a traditional “soup kitchen” or shel-
ter, however there are several organisations providing food and 
meals to their membership, the public, and people with low in-
come (see next page). While it is theoretically possible to get a 
free or low cost meal in town every day of the week except Sun-
day, some of these services are seasonal, some allow unlimited 
access while others restrict service to once a month or less, and 
some are income-dependent. Some groups provide services 
to specific populations only—for example, people experiencing 
mental illness, young people transitioning to independent liv-
ing, those with acquired brain injuries, seniors, and families with 
young children.

32 Coyne and Associates (2006) Richmond Food System Assessment, Richmond Poverty Response Committee

Powell River Society for the Advancement of Local, Sustainable 
Agriculture (SALSA) carried out an internet survey in 2015, asking 
people about their local food buying interests and practices (full 
results can be found at prfarm.ca/index.php/survey/raw-data.)
 ▪ 90% (of 189 respondents) indicated that they would like to 

buy more food produced by local farmers
 ▪ 57% were satisfied or very satisfied with the availability of lo-

cally produced food in the region
 ▪ 54% said that their purchasing of local food had increased in 

the past year
These results confirm that there is indeed demand for local 
products; targeted research is needed to understand how the 
challenges of supply and distribution can best be met.
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Community Resource Centre The public, low-income Weekly brunch, weekly soup lunch, daily 
snacks, coffee, some emergency food 
supplies

Seventh-Day Adventist Church The public, low income Twice weekly free soup lunch; free veg-
etables to take home

Tla’amin Community Health Tla’amin community members Cooking group, health and nutrition ses-
sions

Good Food Box Public Monthly box of assorted fruit and vegeta-
bles (approx. 120 distributed per month)

Salvation Army Public and low income/disability Food pantry including some vegetables, 
food hampers and a weekly soup and 
sandwich lunch

The Source Club VCH clients with mental health  
issues

Daily lunch for $2.00

Powell River Family Place Public, parents with young chil-
dren

Weekly lunch and daily snacks. Coordi-
nates the Good Food Box program.

Babies Open New Doors Pregnant women with low income, 
parents with children up to 6 
months

Weekly snack, food vouchers and vitamin 
supplements; individual nutritional coun-
selling; emergency food shelf; cooking 
demonstrations and easy recipes to make 
at home

Powell River Food Bank Action Centre 
Society

Low income (proof of income 
required)

Dry and canned goods, amount depend-
ing on family size. 

Better at Home Seniors needing assistance with 
independent living

Transportation to help with grocery shop-
ping

Meals on Wheels Seniors with limited ability to shop 
and cook for themselves

Low cost meals prepared and delivered to 
elderly and incapacitated persons within 
the City of Powell River, three times per 
week

Immigrant Settlement Program Recently arrived immigrants No food service but some opportunities 
for cooking and nutrition education

Young Adult Community Kitchen Young people between 15 and 25 
years old; especially those transi-
tioning to independent living

Free, weekly drop-in cooking program, 
preparing and serving dinner in a group 
setting

Brain Injury Society People with acquired brain injuries Fresh produce from garden; cooking 
classes and some meals for clients

Farmers’ Market Nutrition Coupon  
Program

Clients of Family Place and BOND Coupons redeemable for fresh food at 
the Open Air Market during the market 
season

As of November 2015, there were nine organisations providing 
free or low cost meals and/or groceries to those in need. These 
are listed in the Powell River Food Resource Calendar main-
tained by the Powell River Food Security Project (see previous 
page). There are other groups, not listed in the calendar, provid-
ing food resources and other services directed towards specific 
populations and/or their memberships. These include, but are 
not limited to the services listed below.

Organisation Population served Food related services
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The following provides a summary of responses from the seven fo-
cus group discussions (with an average of 5-6 participants each) 
and eight coordinator interviews we conducted. The questions we 
asked can be found in Appendix B. The selected responses re-
ported below are not comprehensive but highlight the issues that 
were unique and important to each group, with common issues 
identified.

Tla’amin Nation
 ▪ It is challenging to access food from Tla’amin if relying on the 

transit system, especially fresh food, which is not available to 
buy on the reserve

 ▪ Many people have gardens to supplement their diets, but gar-
dening is a lot of work and becomes overwhelming for those 
working full-time

 ▪ Most would be interested in accessing the Tla’amin Commu-
nity Garden but were unclear as to who can use it, how to use 
it, etc.

 ▪ Many would like to eat more fresh, local and organic food but 
find that it is too expensive to buy

 ▪ Most reported high levels of food knowledge and intake of 
fresh food, but would like more ideas for how to add variety to 
their diets

Of 83 Tla’amin First Nation members surveyed in 2010:
 ▪ 40% reported that food purchased for the household didn’t last 

and there wasn’t any money to buy more
 ▪ 37% worried that their food would run out before they could 

buy more
 ▪ 33% reported that they couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 
 ▪ 20% reported they were hungry but did not eat
 ▪ 13% had to cut the size of their meals or skipped meals
 ▪ 4% did not eat for a whole day. 

This indicates a high level of food insecurity, consistent with the 
41% of Aboriginal households in BC experiencing moderate and 
or severe restrictions on their access to adequate food.33  

Low-income earners
 ▪ The Food Bank is closed the week after cheque day, which 

varies by month. This can have the effect of limiting access for 
low income people whose “pay days” are scheduled differently, 
such as seniors whose OAS/CPP payments are deposited con-
sistently during the last three days of the month

 ▪ The way social assistance cheques are issued can make it dif-
ficult to budget for food shopping. As an example, in 2015 there 
was an early payment in November and December, then a six-
week period before the January 2016 cheque

33 Chan, L, Receveur, O, et al (2011) First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study (FNFNES): Results from British Columbia (2008/2009),
    University of Northern British Columbia 
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 ▪ There is a perception that the Food Bank is available only 
to people receiving social assistance payments and not to 
people who are employed and still meeting the income crite-
ria for Food Bank service

 ▪ Some people believe that food supplied by the Food Bank 
and other groups providing groceries should provide enough 
staples for a full month, while the stated purpose of the 
groups is rather to provide a stop-gap measure to carry 
people through to the next cheque

 ▪ There is little in the way of fresh vegetables, fruit and dairy 
available from the outlets described here. People report that 
when they receive their monthly cheque, they tend to buy 
their groceries all at once, limiting access to fresh items later 
in the month. In reality there is so little money available to buy 
food that fresh vegetables are often not affordable

 ▪ Some single people say it’s unrealistic to buy certain fresh 
items (such as lettuce and other greens) because the quan-
tities are too large, eating the same thing every day is bor-
ing, and there is too much waste. Some get around this by 
buying prepared salads from food outlets or supermarkets, 
which contain a variety of vegetables and can last more than 
one day

 ▪ It is unrealistic to expect people with low income to spend a 
lot of time cooking from scratch because they are probably 
a) living in poor conditions with inadequate kitchen facilities 
and b) exhausted by the simple reality of living in poverty

 ▪ While group cooking and buying options are available, and 
have been attempted in the past, food is seen as a personal 
choice, with one interviewee stating: “you cannot empower 
private choice in a public program”

Recent immigrants
 ▪ There is a lack of choice of available fresh ingredients in 

Powell River, especially fresh seafood. This makes it difficult 
for some to maintain the traditional, healthy diet they had in 
their countries of origin

 ▪ Preferred ingredients are often purchased in bulk on visits to 
Vancouver and then distributed among groups of friends

 ▪ Some reported a lack of knowledge about how to adapt new 
ingredients/products to healthy diets. One such issue is un-
derstanding how much hidden sugar is in many foods (often 
not the case in the places respondents came from), and the 
impact that can have on children in particular

 ▪ Most people reported eating well, with lots of fresh foods 
being prepared from scratch, with a number mentioning that 
they eat a largely organic diet
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 ▪ Access to suitable transportation is an issue for many. Some 
services will take people grocery shopping or friends/house-
holds will organise shopping expeditions to purchase for 
several people

 ▪ Low cost or free food services don’t always provide the kinds 
of food people need to meet their specific dietary needs, es-
pecially fresh fruit and vegetables, and high quality protein. 

 ▪ Having space in shared facilities to store and prepare food 
can be a problem

 ▪ Mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression, can 
make it difficult to go out in public to shop for food and/or 
gather with other people to access free and low cost food 
sources

Seniors
Like all the groups mentioned here, seniors obviously vary great-
ly in their individual capacity to access, prepare and consume a 
healthy diet, but the people we spoke to from Meals on Wheels 
and the Better at Home Project offered the following insights 
with regard to the most vulnerable to food insecurity:
 ▪ Access to transit for shopping and using food services is a 

major issue; however there is a significant amount of unoffi-
cial home support occurring to keep “shut in” seniors well fed 
(for example, people shopping and cooking for their elderly 
neighbour)

 ▪ For those wanting to participate in the Farmers’ Market 
Nutrition Coupon Program for low-income seniors, access-
ing Family Place to sign for coupons, and then getting to the 
market each week via public transit presents a significant 
challenge

 ▪ As appetite wanes for some people, it is difficult to find the 
motivation to cook proper meals, even if the skills are present 
to do so

 ▪ Fresh food presents particular problems: it is expensive, 
amounts are often too large for a single person with a small 
appetite, and it doesn’t keep well. Having pre-prepared, 
healthy meals in small portions in the freezer would be one 
solution, but it is a challenge to organise this

People living with disabilities (including mental health issues)
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Community kitchens
A community kitchen makes cooking and food preparation equipment available to groups 
who meet regularly to cook meals, and offers opportunities to learn new skills and socialise. 
Approaches vary, but participants are encouraged to be involved in menu selection and 
cooking, and often take food home after the prepared meal is shared. They are usually free.
There are currently three regularly run community kitchens that we know of in Powell River; 
a monthly cooking activity at Tla’amin Community Health, the weekly Humble and Hearty 
program for low-income earners at the CRC, and the weekly Young Adult Community Kitch-
en (YACK) for 15 to 25 year olds.
Community kitchens can offer a great way to increase food literacy and meet some of the 
dietary and other needs of participants, but as they are not able to provide a steady supply of 
food, and require participants to have the time and energy to attend, are not always suitable 
for the most severely food insecure.
However, in the course of the PRCFSA research, a number of people expressed interest in 
having somewhere to learn new cooking skills, prepare food and eat with others. New im-
migrants, young mothers and those with disabilities were all identified as groups who may 
benefit from community kitchen programs, as long as these programs are accessible and 
tailored to their specific needs (such as providing childcare).

Young parents/single-parents
 ▪ Lack of money and time to prepare meals with fresh ingredi-

ents is the biggest barrier to eating well: “I would cook a lot 
more but I need help with the baby”.

 ▪ It can be difficult to purchase foods to please everyone (chil-
dren, partner) and still eat well. A number of young mothers 
reported that they would eat more fresh food but “my partner 
wants meat and cheese, and doesn’t like vegetables”

Young people (16-25 years old)
 ▪ Insufficient income, and time to shop for food and cook were 

easily the biggest barriers to eating well for those living inde-
pendently

 ▪ Lack of knowledge of how to prepare food using fresh ingre-
dients was also a major barrier to good nutrition

 ▪ For some, access to stable housing (and somewhere to pre-
pare meals) was an issue

 ▪ Cooking and eating well are not priorities when issues such 
as unemployment, low income, dealing with housing/home-
lessness, mental health and substance issues are present
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Brooks High School Student Food Security Survey
Seventeen Brooks High School Food and Nutrition students 
(aged 16-17) were given an anonymous questionnaire regard-
ing food intake in their home environment, using standardised 
survey questions commonly used to measure vulnerability to 
food insecurity. Of 17 respondents:
 ▪ 38% indicated that they worried sometimes or a lot that the 

food at home would run out before there was money to buy 
more

 ▪ 23% indicated that they had to skip meals or eat less because 
there wasn’t enough food at home

These are small proportions of the total youth population but 
are consistent with anecdotal reports of household food security 
among the wider student body from teachers and other school 
staff. Given that those attending school are, in general, probably 
experiencing better levels of housing and nutrition than those 
young people who aren’t, it is reasonable to assume that these 
rates of food insecurity would only be higher among the non-
school attached youth population. Emergency food programs in 
schools are discussed elsewhere in this report.

Common issues for vulnerable groups
 ▪ Cost of food in general; particularly cost of fresh produce, 

which restricts quality and variety of meals
 ▪ Not enough time for food shopping and preparation of 

cooked meals
 ▪ Access to food outlets can be very difficult for those relying 

on transit, especially on weekends and for those outside city 
limits

 ▪ Lack of knowledge of how to prepare meals from fresh ingre-
dients restricts diets

 ▪ Quality of food available from charitable sector can be a 
problem, as donated food often consists of old, damaged or 
excess foods (bread, canned goods, etc) and is lacking in 
fresh produce.

 ▪ Using available money, time and energy on accessing 
healthy food can be low on the list of priorities when housing, 
employment and health issues are present
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3.4 ACCESS TO CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE FOOD

Self-reported experience of Immigrant Settlement  
Services clients
Proportion of Tla’amin people reporting adequate  
access to traditional foods

The ability to access culturally appropriate foods is an impor-
tant aspect of food security, for everyone, but especially for those 
traditional diets are not widely reflected by the product choices 
available in supermarkets and other major food outlets. 
The new immigrants who participated in a focus group and writ-
ten surveys (16 in total) reported that they do experience some 
barriers to accessing their preferred foods. A typical comment 
was “I can’t get the fresh foods I want here, like seafood and 
some vegetables, and it’s more expensive than I’m used to. I get 
a lot of the ingredients I need from the city” and “I wish we had a 
fresh food market in the centre of town where I could go to shop 
everyday.”
A survey on the food security of the Tla’amin First Nation con-
ducted in 2010 found that 86% of 83 participants would like to 
eat more traditional foods and that the main barriers to doing 
this are: 
 ▪ the lack of equipment or transportation 
 ▪ lack of availability of these foods
 ▪ difficulty of access (including having permission to access 

places where foods can be hunted, gathered and fished, 
such as on privately-held forest lands)

Specific factors limiting access to hunting, fishing or collection 
of berries were identified as: government restrictions, forestry 
operations and hydro/mining activities. The combined impact of 
these factors was perceived to significantly affect the availability 
of salmon and shellfish, as well as other traditional foods.34

3.5 FOOD LITERACY

Number and type of food education/skills programs

Consumers’ food literacy—the skills, knowledge, and behaviour 
of how to choose and prepare nutritious food—also affects their 
food security. If household shoppers lack the knowledge of what 
constitutes a healthy diet, they may not choose foods that meet 
their nutrition and dietary needs. In the same vein, not knowing 
how to budget adequately for sufficient nutritious food to meet 
dietary needs may render households financially unable to pay 
for food they need.
There are a number of community food literacy oriented pro-
grams and events in Powell River, broadly falling into the cat-
egories of: food growing, cooking and nutritional education. The 
following table provides a summary of the main ones.

34 Chan, L, Receveur, O, et al (2011) First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study (FNFNES): Results from British Columbia (2008/2009),
    University of Northern British Columbia 
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Food Security Project PREP Society Cooking and food growing Food growing workshops and cooking 
classes for schools and community

Dual credit program in  
Culinary Arts 

Brooks High 
School/VIU Powell 
River

Cooking/food industry 
training

7-month certificate program

Humble and Hearty CRC Cooking Weekly cooking workshop for people 
on low income

Young Adult Community 
Kitchen (YACK)

PREP Society Cooking Weekly cooking program for people 
16-25 years old

Vancouver Coastal Health 
Community Dietitian

Meghan Molnar Cooking Cooking workshops for schools and 
community services

Powell River Recreation 
Complex

PRRD Cooking Occasional classes offered to the 
public 

Babies Open New Doors 
(BOND)

PREP Society Nutrition information, some 
cooking

Weekly group meetings during preg-
nancy and up to 6 months post-partum

Annual Edible Garden Tour Powell River Food 
Security Project

Food growing Yearly event showcasing local food 
gardens 

Sprouts Family Gardening Family Place, 
PREP Society

Food growing Weekly gardening activities for families 
with young children, at the CRC

Permaculture Powell River/
Sycamore Commons

Erin Innes and Ron 
Berezan

Food growing Multi-weekend permaculture course

Urban Homesteading School 
of Powell River

Kevin Wilson Food growing and prepa-
ration

Workshops, evening intensives, and 
weekend-long courses

Skookum Food Provisioners 
Cooperative

Skookum Food growing and preser-
vation

Occasional workshops offered 

Let’s Talk Trash Team PRRD Composting Workshops and consultations, school 
sessions

3.6 SCHOOL FOOD ENVIRONMENT

Number of school gardens
Number and type of food and nutrition education  
programs
Number, type and usage of food delivery programs for 
students

Development of good food literacy needs to start early. Re-
search findings consistently show that student nutrition and 
food literacy programs result in: students eating more fruits and 
vegetables per day; making positive lifestyle changes; improv-
ing knowledge and attitudes about where food comes from and 
the impact food choices have on the environment.35

All of the schools (six elementary schools and one high school) 
in SD47 have some kind of food growing garden. The extent 
to which these are integrated into student learning and used 
to grow food that children eat varies considerably. The Food  

35 Health Canada (2010) Improving cooking and food preparation skills: A synthesis of the evidence to inform program and policy development

Program Operated by Type Provides
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Security Project recognises the importance of food literacy for 
students and supports schools to fund, design, build and use 
food growing gardens as outdoor classrooms. In the past two 
years, the FSP, in collaboration with the School Health Commit-
tee and the Sustainable Schools Committee, has assisted in this 
process in four schools and has observed the following:
 ▪ There is currently no school district-wide policy on the devel-

opment and use of school gardens, or designated resources 
for doing so. This can lead to an ad hoc approach, where indi-
vidual schools go through the same steps of locating fund-
ing, developing a process and building gardens without the 
benefit of centralised information and resource sharing

 ▪ Staff turnover is a reality within schools; this can mean that 
individuals who take on the garden development process 
may move on before things are established, leading to a loss 
of momentum, knowledge and skills within that school

 ▪ It can be difficult for school staff to find time to access funds 
to build a garden, and to participate in training to use it

 ▪ School staff need assistance, at least in the early stages, in 
involving the whole school community (parents, administra-
tors, maintenance staff, etc) in the process, so that the garden 
functions and is maintained all year around

 ▪ Assistance with curriculum integration is important: having 
ready-made lesson plans and prepared activity ideas can 
make it much easier for teachers to take students into the 
garden for identified learning opportunities

Food and nutrition courses are taught at the Grade 10, 11 and 12 
levels at Brooks High School; these courses cover a wide range 
of diet, food preparation and food-security related topics, but are 
optional, so not all students learn this information. 

Farm to School 
Farm to School programs aim to connect schools and local farms with the objectives of serv-
ing healthy meals, improving student nutrition, providing educational opportunities and sup-
porting local small scale farmers. 
James Thomson Elementary established its F2S program in 2011, and was the first school to 
do so in Powell River. 
The program is managed by a volunteer committee made up of parents, which develops rela-
tionships with local producers and buys their food for use in the preparation of monthly meals 
for students at the school. These relationships are further strengthened by the field visits that 
students make to participating farms, learning more about where their food comes from and 
the importance of stewarding our land and water resources.
Each month, students gather at the school to enjoy the simple, healthy meal using some 
of the rich abundance of local produce that is grown in the Powell River region.  Fruit, veg-
etables, fish, eggs, honey and even locally milled grains are all included, depending on the 
season, and information is provided to students during the meal about how the nutritional 
value of the food and how it got from “farm to plate”. 
In 2015, Kelly Creek Community School successfully applied for a Farm to School grant to 
build a school garden, which is now producing food for students, as well as a variety of out-
door learning opportunities.
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Food delivery programs for students
Four of seven school administrators across SD47 responded to 
a brief survey on food related issues in their schools. We asked 
in particular about food delivery programs providing snacks or 
meals to students who came to school with inadequate nutri-
tion. Some of these provide a regular breakfast or lunch, while 
others offer a snack station for students to access as needed. 
This is a difficult area to assess: some students accessing these 
programs may have adequate home food intake, while others 
(who certainly need the nutrition) may choose not to eat the 
food provided, due to stigma or for other reasons. 
Having said that, the responses from school principals and other 
key informants were remarkably consistent, with all estimating 
that 15-20% of students came to school each day without ad-
equate nutrition (i.e. had not had breakfast and/or did not have a 
lunch to eat). This figure was confirmed by the local organisation 
Friends of Powell River, which has been providing food directly 
to schools to be distributed to hungry students for the past 5 
years. 
There are 3005 school aged children in the region; if 15-20% of 
them are food insecure (probably an underestimation), there are 
at least 450 children and young people in our community who 
do not get enough to eat.
A further recent finding supports this estimate. The Early Child-
hood Vulnerability Index (EDI) measures things such as motor 
development, energy level, daily preparedness for school, wash-
room independence and established handedness among young 
children and while it does not specifically assess the number of 
children going to school hungry and or without lunch, it does 
provide strongly correlative measures. The measured vulner-
ability on the Physical Health and Well-Being Scale of children 
in Powell River in 2013 was 21%, compared with the Provincial 
average of 15.7%. 

3.7 CONSUMPTION RELATED HEALTH

Diet-related disease and obesity rates
Consumption of fruits and vegetables

Diet-related disease prevalence rates for Powell River are as fol-
lows: 
 ▪ Diabetes: 5.1% (BC: 5.4%)
 ▪ Heart failure: 1.8% (BC: 1.4%)
 ▪ High blood pressure: 18.6% (BC: 18%)

According to the 2015 “My Health My Community” survey, Powell 
River has an obesity rate of 37.9 %, making it one of the highest 
in the Vancouver Coastal Health region (which has an overall 
obesity rate of 17%).36

36  Provincial Health Services Authority (2014) Powell River Community Health Profile 
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The First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study con-
ducted in 2009 reported that rates of obesity were higher in 
Tla’amin women aged 19-30 (50%) and 51+ (71%) compared 
with non-Aboriginal women across the province. Obesity rates 
were also higher in Tla’amin men in all three age groups, com-
pared with men across BC.
The MHMC survey reports that 35.3% of Powell River residents 
say they eat at least five servings of fruit and vegetables per day. 
This compares well to 32.2% for the Coastal Rural health region, 
and 27.2% for the Vancouver Coastal Health region, but still in-
dicates that the majority of us are not eating enough of these 
foods for the maintenance of optimal health and well-being.
Of particular interest are the dietary habits of young people; nutri-
tion related health starts long before the onset of illnesses such 
as diabetes and heart disease later in life, and is a good indicator 
of overall levels of household food security. 
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The Middle Years Development Instrument (MDI) assesses 
Grade 4 school children on a range of health and well-being 
related measures.37 Data from the 2015 report for Powell River 
indicated that of the 92 children surveyed:
 ▪ 92% said they ate breakfast
 ▪ 72% said their family members regularly eat meals together
 ▪ 29% ate foods like pop, candy or potato chips 5 or more 

times per week
 ▪ 13% rated themselves to be slightly overweight or very over-

weight.
In 2013, adolescents in the North Coast - Garibaldi region (in-
cluding Powell River) were surveyed on what they ate yesterday 
as part of the McCreary Adolescent Health Survey:38

 ▪ 84% had eaten fruit 
 ▪ 82% vegetables
 ▪ 26% food grown or caught by them or their family
 ▪ 77% had eaten sweets
 ▪ 27% fast food
 ▪ 32% soda

LOOKING FORWARD

37  Human Early Learning Partnership (2015) Middle Years Development Index Grade 4 2015 - School District & Community Report for Powell River
38  McCreary Centre Society (2013) Results of the 2013 BC Adolescent Health Survey, North Shore/Garibaldi

 ▪ Work with stores to facilitate the donation of more fresh fruit and vegetables to 
emergency and low-cost food programs, and to increase the supply and distribu-
tion of local food in general

 ▪ Investigate barriers to usage of the Farmers’ Market Nutrition Coupon Program 
and ways of increasing the reach of this program to vulnerable groups

 ▪ Consult with agencies and users on the feasibility of growing and distributing 
fresh food from local community and/or private gardens

 ▪ Assess the need for more food skills development opportunities for different 
groups, especially those with limited access to kitchen facilities

 ▪ Develop school-wide policy and programs to support the development of food 
gardens and Farm to School type activities in every school in the district
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4. Food diversion and waste management

Extent to which excess/unsold food is donated/shared 
with those in need

Food diversion and the management of food waste are com-
ponents of the community food system that are frequently over-
looked in understanding and strengthening regional food secu-
rity. Food diversion refers to the redirection of excess or unsold 
food from retail outlets to people who need it, such as those 
accessing the charitable food sector. Food waste occurs when 
edible foodstuffs intended for human consumption are spoiled 
and occurs across the chain of the food system, from harvest to 
consumption.

“Best Before” and “Expiry” dates
The best before date is the last date by which the manufacturer 
believes a product’s flavour and/or quality is at its best. It is about 
quality—not food safety—and the product may still be enjoyed 
after the “best before date”. 
An expiry date refers to public safety and the product should not 
be consumed after that date. The Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency mandates that only five types of products need to be 
labelled with an expiration date:
 ▪ Baby formula and other human milk substitutes
 ▪ Nutritional supplements
 ▪ Meal replacements
 ▪ Pharmacist-sold foods for very low-energy diets
 ▪ Formulated liquid diets

KEY POINTS

 ▪ Avoidable food waste makes up a significant portion of the municipal waste stream
 ▪ While some food is diverted to the charitable food sector, much is needlessly  

wasted
 ▪ This is partly due to a lack of understanding of “best before” and “expiry dates”, but is 

also a result of policies operating in some of the big grocery stores, which limit the 
extent to which donations can be made at the local level

 ▪ The Let’s Talk Trash team has been contracted by the PRRD to assess the divertable 
food waste situation and deliver education to retailers and the wider community

4.1 FOOD DIVERSION
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We sent a brief survey to the six main grocery stores, asking 
them about their practices with regard to distributing unsold and 
excess food and waste management. We received responses 
from three. We also spoke with the local Let’s Talk Trash team, 
which have liaised extensively with retailers around issues of 
food waste. The following is a summary of the information gath-
ered but should not be seen as an indication of the official poli-
cies of any of the region’s grocery stores.
Understandably, retailers are concerned that consumers are 
satisfied with the products they buy, especially with regard to 
food safety. However, the terms “best before” and “sell by” do not 
refer to the safety of a product, but to its optimal flavour and nu-
tritional value (see previous page).This confusion results in a lot 
of usable food being treated as waste rather than contributing to 
food security in our community. 
According to information supplied by the Powell River Let’s Talk 
Trash team: “the greatest proportion of avoidable food waste 
that would be the easiest to divert comes from the business sec-
tor (also known as the Industrial, Commercial and Institutional 
or ICI sector). Within the Metro Vancouver ICI sector, grocery 
stores and other food providers produce the largest propor-
tion of avoidable food waste from their compostable organics 
stream, at a rate of ~39%”. 39

Similarly, in 2008 in Powell River, food waste comprised 32% of 
the material taken to the City’s waste transfer station40, consider-
ably more than any other substance, as the graph below shows.

39  Personal communication with Let’s Talk Trash Team, February, 2016
40  Powell River Regional District (2012) Organic Processing Facility Feasibility Ananlysis Final Report
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The large stores vary in their willingness and capacity to divert 
food but some do donate unsold food nearing “best before” and 
“sell by” dates to local agencies for use in free or low-cost meal 
programs. The bulk of this food is breads, pastries and pack-
aged foods, rather than fresh produce.  Several stores currently 
allow farmers to take their fruit and vegetable food “culls” for use 
as animal feed.
According to the Let’s Talk Trash Team, the challenges associ-
ated with increasing the amount of avoidable food waste cur-
rently being diverted from grocery stores and other food provid-
ers include:

1. Concerns regarding perceived risk of donating, including 
misunderstanding of the term ‘best before’ 

2. Store managers not being empowered by head office to 
make decisions regarding food donations

3. Availability of storage space and refrigeration for donate-
able food, as well as availability of volunteers to pick up and 
prepare donated food.

LOOKING FORWARD

 ▪ Continue to work 
with grocery stores 
and the Let’s Talk 
Trash team to in-
crease the amount 
of quality fresh food 
being diverted from 
the waste stream to 
the charitable food 
sector

 ▪ Increase public un-
derstanding of “best 
before”, “sell by” and 
“expiry” dates

The Powell River Regional District has contracted Let’s Talk Trash 
to deliver its Solid Waste Management Education program.  LTT 
aims to bring Powell River to Zero Waste, and as 40% of the 
waste stream is compostable organics, this area has been a fo-
cus.  The team has adopted a three-tiered approach to diverting 
compostable organics from the waste stream:  first, feed people 
(edible food waste); then animals (farm animal feed); and finally, 
the soil (composting). 
As Powell River is potentially about to engage in a Composting 
Pilot Project, LTT have been developing educational material for 
residents and businesses, highlighting the importance of food 
waste prevention, including the donation of as much unsold 
food as possible.
Among other activities conducted in 2015, the team contacted 
all the grocery store managers to assess volumes of food waste 
and barriers to diversion, such as misunderstanding of ‘Best Be-
fore’ date and lack of familiarity with the BC’s Food Donor En-
couragement act, which protects donors from liability.
In September 2012, the Regional Board approved an Organics 
Collection Action Plan, as recommended by the Composting 
Advisory Committee. An organics collection area has been in-
cluded in the planning for the Resource Recovery Centre. (For 
more information see:  www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/community-
services-2/regional-solid-waste-recycling/resource-recovery-
centre-concept-plan-rethinking-waste)

Local initiatives for diverting food waste

4.2 WASTE MANAGEMENT

prfoodsecurity.orgCOMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT FINAL REPORT
4. Food diversion and waste management 71

http://www.bclaws.ca/Recon/document/ID/freeside/00_97008_01
http://www.bclaws.ca/Recon/document/ID/freeside/00_97008_01
http://www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/wp-content/uploads/Organics-Separation-Action-Plan.pdf
http://www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/wp-content/uploads/Organics-Separation-Action-Plan.pdf
http://www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/community-services-2/regional-solid-waste-recycling/resource-recovery-centre-concept-plan-rethinking-waste/
http://www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/community-services-2/regional-solid-waste-recycling/resource-recovery-centre-concept-plan-rethinking-waste/
http://www.powellriverrd.bc.ca/community-services-2/regional-solid-waste-recycling/resource-recovery-centre-concept-plan-rethinking-waste/


prfoodsecurity.org

5. Emergency management

Extent to which provision is made for supplying safe 
food in case of an emergency or natural disaster
Amount of reserve stock in local supermarkets

Powell River is an isolated community, heavily reliant on imports 
to feed its population. In the event of emergency or natural di-
saster, the community is especially vulnerable to food insecurity; 
thus the PWG considered it important to look at what provision is 
currently in place for managing this kind of scenario. We spoke 
with City and Regional District staff, as well as local emergency 
response experts, who told us the following:
Under the Emergency Program Act, local governments are re-
quired to prepare emergency plans that address the prepara-
tions for, response to, and recovery from emergencies and di-
sasters. 
The Powell River Regional Emergency Plan is the foundation 
for emergency management in the Powell River Region. In the 
event of an emergency or disaster, and depending on the nature 
and scale of the event, local government would coordinate the 
supply of essential goods and services, including food and wa-
ter. This includes: procuring, fixing prices for or rationing food; 
ensuring that food quality is regulated and inspected; and en-
suring food quality and other public health issues are addressed 
if mass feeding areas are established. So, if necessary, food ra-
tioning of existing supplies could be employed for the duration 
of an emergency, most likely as a cooperative effort between 
local or provincial authorities and grocers. 
Otherwise, emergency supply would be from out-of-region 
sources. Over 95% of food consumed here is trucked in and thus 
dependent on BC Ferries or barges for supply. Powell River’s air-
strip length is 1100 metres, limiting aircraft size for emergency 
supply. Though some locally produced food is sold in stores, 

KEY POINTS

 ▪ Powell River is an isolated community highly dependent on imported food
 ▪ In the case of an emergency cutting off supply, local food stores have no more 

than a week’s supply of food and no storage facilities for more
 ▪ The COPR has an Emergency Plan to help with the procurement, rationing and 

distribution of food in the case of a disaster, but a successful response also 
depends on food retailers developing policies to support adequate supply and 
distribution

5.1 EMERGENCY PLANNING
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all stores—from smaller neighbourhood and specialty stores to 
three local supermarkets—operate on the “just enough, just in 
time” principle of modern industrial food systems. Stores have 
an average of at best a week’s supply of food. Some products 
last longer, many staples last less than a week. Reserves es-
sentially don’t exist locally within this system. With the excep-
tion of one supermarket chain with a warehouse in Duncan on 
Vancouver Island, warehouses are in BC’s Lower Mainland. The 
community is thus vulnerable to interruption in supply from out-
side our region.
While it is the mandate of local government and emergency re-
sponse agencies to improve the region’s capacity for emergency 
management, a successful response also relies on businesses 
and organisations to have business continuity planning in place 
in order to minimise disruptions and ensure that food can get 
from outlets to residents. In addition, household and neighbour-
hood preparedness (well-stocked pantries, backyard food grow-
ing, coordinated responses by neighbourhood groups) will help 
ensure food security for the community in the event of emergen-
cies and disasters.

“There has been recent 
effort to increase local 

food production, but 
this must compete with 

the economics and 
sometimes legislated 

advantage of industrial 
mass production 

systems. The increasing 
cost of imported food 

is slowly having a 
encouraging effect on 

local production.”

LOOKING FORWARD

 ▪ Consult with local food businesses to develop integrated, coordinated plans for 
supplying food to the community in the event of an emergency

 ▪ Provide community education on maximising personal food security via back-
yard growing, stocking pantries, etc
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6. Community capacity for food security

Number and type of food-security related organisa-
tions/programs
The presence of organisational policy that supports 
food security within the Powell River region

A community’s capacity for food security depends not just on 
the programs and other resources it has, but also on the ability 
of individuals and groups to recognise their strengths, develop 
new skills and resources, and work together to reach their goals. 
It requires opportunities for people experiencing food insecuri-
ty, other community members, service providers, local groups 
and networks, and governments to develop solutions together 
for the unique food security needs and issues they have.41 This 
section looks at the main activities and resources within Powell 
River that enable a response to issues affecting food security as 
they fall along the community food security continuum—rang-
ing from short term emergency responses to skill building ac-
tivities to actions that facilitate system transformation (see p.9).42

A fundamental element of community capacity to respond to 
identified food-related issues is the presence of organisation-
al policy. Food policy is any decision made by a government 
agency, business, or organisation which affects how food is pro-
duced, processed, distributed, purchased and protected. Food 
policy work can take place at any scale. It can be legislative, 
regulatory, or visionary.43  
Of particular importance is the commitment of municipal gov-
ernments to policy and planning that strengthen food security, 
at all levels of the food system. While municipalities have limited 
jurisdictional authority over the food system, they are faced with 
the consequences of the loss of agricultural land, the local ef-
fects of pollution and climate change, farmers’ financial strug-
gles, residents’ uneven access to food, food affordability, pub-
lic health problems associated with inadequate or poor quality 
diets, shrinking local food infrastructure, and reduced employ-
ment and tax revenues from food-related businesses.

KEY POINTS

41 Provincial Health Services Association (2008) Taking action on food security: overview of the Community Food Action Initiative evaluation 
42 Provincial Health Services Association (2010) Implementing Food Security Indicators
43 Macrae, R and Donahue, K, (2013) Municipal Food Policy Entrepreneurs: A preliminary analysis of how Canadian cities and regional districts are
    involved in food system change. Toronto Food Policy Council.

6.1 ORGANISATIONS AND PROGRAMS

 ▪ There is a wide range of groups and programs addressing aspects of food security 
in the region, but no networking or coordinating body with a community mandate to 
implement system-wide change

 ▪ There is broad local government planning support for community food security, 
but currently no specific policies guiding such things as local food procurement, 
school-based food programming or access to land for new farmers
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The impact of food policy
“Food policy is “any decision made by a government agency, 
business, or organisation which affects how food is produced, 
processed, distributed, purchased and protected” (Hamilton, 
2002, p. 423). Food policy work can take place at any scale. It 
can be legislative, regulatory, or visionary. 
“But food policy is also about what is not said or done (Scherb et 
al., 2012): i.e., the social norms and assumptions embedded in 
our food systems over time. In the current dominant food system, 
many things are assumed - for example, that farms only produce 
high quality food and that everyone can acquire enough food 
for a healthy diet if they make the “right” choices - and these 
assumptions often remain unquestioned. This has resulted in a 
food supply chain that is based heavily on shaping consumer 
demand, for example, rather than taking population health, a just 
society, or sustainability as core drivers. Applying “systems think-
ing” to food policy involves making common assumptions visible 
and explicit in order to understand what needs to be changed.” 
From: Municipal Food Policy Entrepreneurs: A preliminary analysis of how Canadian cities 
and regional districts are involved in food system change, 2013.

A 2013 study into the impact of municipal interventions in the 
food system across Canada found that municipalities and re-
gional districts are key players in strengthening food systems 
and improving community food security.44 They are in a unique 
position to bring the many actors in the local food system to-
gether (who are often confined by organisational silos or are in 
competition with each other) to discuss problems and collabo-
rate on solutions.
There are many organisations, services, committees and groups 
contributing directly and indirectly to food security in Powell Riv-
er, and to the social and environmental conditions that support 
this, many of which are noted throughout this report. The fol-
lowing table is not exhaustive but uses the food security con-
tinuum discussed on p.9 to list key assets and gaps in the region. 
For ease of reading, this list does not contain detailed program 
or contact details; this information can be accessed on the Pow-
ell River Food Security Program website, and elsewhere online.

44 Macrae, R and Donahue, K (2013) Municipal Food Policy Entrepreneurs: A preliminary analysis of how Canadian cities and regional districts
    are involved in food system change. Toronto Food Policy Council.
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Short-term relief

Programs providing food to relieve hunger Assets

 ▪ Powell River and Texada food banks (p.57)

 ▪ Monthly Good Food Box program (p.57)

 ▪ Meals on Wheels (p.57)

 ▪ Free church dinners and other drop in meal services (p.57)

 ▪ School food delivery programs (see Section 3.6) 

Gaps

 ▪ Variety of high-quality fresh, nutritious and culturally appropri-
ate foods across the charitable food sector

 ▪ Ease of access to these resources via transit, particularly for 
those with limited mobility

 ▪ School District wide nutritious meal program

Capacity-building

Programs developed in the community by the com-
munity to improve the availability and access to 
nutritious food

Assets

 ▪ Community gardens (p.35)
 ▪ Community kitchens (p.61)
 ▪ Farmers’ markets (p.53)
 ▪ Educational programs (listed in Section 3.5)
 ▪ School gardening and Farm to School programs (Section 3.6)
 ▪ Skookum Food Provisioners Cooperative Abundant Pantry 

bulk buying club and Skookum Gleaners, which picks and 
distributes fruit and nuts from backyard trees

 ▪ Farmers’ Institute—holds annual Seedy Saturday event with 
seed swap and food growing workshops

 ▪ Society for the Advancement of Local Sustainable Agriculture 
(SALSA)—non-profit society aiming to develop a community 
demonstration farm and agricultural education centre

 ▪ Suncoast Grown initiative to promote and brand regionally-
grown food

Gaps

 ▪ Centralised point of information to link producers with con-
sumers, and assist with distribution, particularly those vulner-
able to food insecurity

 ▪ Centrally-located, publicly accessible community garden, with 
support for new growers needing skills

 ▪ Centrally-located farmers’ market with sufficient fresh produce 
to meet demand (this was being addressed at the time of writ-
ing)

 ▪ Regional, collaborative, “Buy local” education campaign, 
including development of comprehensive, updatable database 
of local growers (the Farmer’s Institute list is only available 
to members and has only a small sample of growers. Powell 
River Living’s annual local food Homegrown supplement maps 
outlets but is not updatable)

Type of food security resource In Powell River
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Redesign

Actions designed to enhance the community food 
system, integrating key elements and improving the 
potential for long term sustainability

Assets

 ▪ Food Security Project—part-time Coordinator position deliv-
ers range of educational and community-building and policy 
development activities across the food system

 ▪ Local government plans and policies that support food secu-
rity work (see below)

Gaps

 ▪ Coordinated cross-sectoral consultation and planning body 
with community mandate to identify and facilitate food system 
changes, such as a Food Policy Council

 ▪ School District wide policy on food system education and 
development of school food gardens

 ▪ Local food procurement policies

 ▪ Food sector community economic development/social enter-
prises 

Both the CoPR and PRRD partnered with the FSP in the com-
pletion of this project, establishing a basis for continuing to ex-
change information and coordinate food security efforts in the 
region. In addition, both branches of local government have ex-
isting plans and structures to provide some framework for an 
integrated, systems approach.

City of Powell River
The COPR’s Powell River Integrated Community Sustainability Plan 
(2015) outlines the following recommended actions relating to 
food security, but does not lay out a time-frame or assign re-
sponsibilities for undertaking these actions:
Take advantage of innovative agricultural/food production opportunities in 
the City and elsewhere: 

1. Create a program to promote use of vacant land for commu-
nity food gardens 

2. Investigate using City lands and rooftops for food-growing 
initiatives

3. Lease public agricultural land to young farmers 
4. Explore joint investment attraction (recruitment) campaign 

with the Powell River Regional District and Tla’Amin First 
Nation to promote the region as a sound agricultural invest-
ment area

5. Explore partnerships with the local farming community, as 
set out in the Economic Development Plan for Agriculture

6. Make local food production a regional priority--help the 
farming, gardening, and food production community with 
ideas from the Economic Development Plan for Agriculture

Local government policy relating to food security in Powell River

6.2 POLICIES
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45 Dietitians of Canada (2007) Community Food Security - position paper 
46 Kalina, L (2001) Building food security in Canada: A community guide for action on hunger

6.3 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND PARTICIPATION

Extent to which community members are aware of and able to 
participate in food security related decision making

The extent to which community members are able to participate 
in the creation and implementation of food policy is a recog-
nised measure of success in strengthening local food systems. 
One of the most common examples of community participation 
mechanisms where food policy is concerned are food policy 
councils (FPCs).45 FPCs are voluntary bodies made up of stake-
holders from every part of the food system who share perspec-
tives and experiences, develop initiatives, and advocate for poli-
cies that support community food security.46 

Powell River Regional District
The PRRD maintains the Agricultural Advisory Committee, which 
is mandated to  provide advice on official community plans and 
land use plans with respect to the formulation of agricultural pol-
icies. It also advises on land use applications and development 
proposals which could potentially impact agricultural lands and 
farm operations.
In addition, the Powell River Regional Economic Development 
Society commissioned a study resulting in the 2009 Economic 
Development Plan for Agriculture, which made the following 
recommendations:    
 ▪ improve on the current soil mapping for the region 
 ▪ increase capacity and improve the economies of scale of 

agriculture in the PRRD
 ▪ investigate and develop the ‘full circle farm’ concept 
 ▪ strengthen communications within and outside the farming 

community 
 ▪ improve food self sufficiency, marketing and distribution
 ▪ improve training and access to resources for farmers and 

farm labour 
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LOOKING FORWARD

47 The Community Nutritionists Council of BC (2004) Making the connection – food security and public health

 ▪ Bring local government, food-related groups and community members together to 
consider the information in this report, and work together to develop a framework 
for action, including the identification of roles, responsibilities and resources

 ▪ Ensure that existing planning and policy frameworks are integrated into any result-
ing food security action plans

In the last 20 years, many FPCs have been created in cities and 
regions across Canada. One very successful example from rural 
BC is the Kamloops Food Policy Council. The KFPC acts as an 
umbrella organisation, providing an opportunity for project and 
advocacy groups to co-ordinate their work. Through partnering 
with the regional health authority and community organisations, 
the council has developed a local and regional nutrition policy 
framework that has resulted in a steady decline in food bank us-
age in Kamloops, the only jurisdiction in a 2004 survey to show 
such a decline.47  The policy is integrated into the municipal plan 
and has buy-in and sign-off from key organisations, such as the 
school district and local growers’ organisations, bringing togeth-
er a wide range of knowledge and experience, and allowing for 
a comprehensive, coordinated response to food insecurity.
In addition to programs linking growers and consumers via com-
munity gardens, farmers’ markets, public growing projects and 
community kitchens, the council also acts as forum where the 
experiences and insights derived from these grassroots projects 
can be framed as policies for adoption by agencies, institutions 
and governments. One such document is the Kamloops Food 
Action Plan, available at: http://kamloopsfoodpolicycouncil.com/wp-content/
uploads/2011/05/Kamloops_Food_Plan.pdf
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Appendices

SECTION 1: ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
1.1 Geography

Location
Area
Climate

1.2 Population
Number of residents
Population growth/decline
Population density

1.3 Age
Age distribution and comparison to BC rates
Number of school-aged children

1.4 Diversity
Cultural/ethnic background percentages
Recent immigrant numbers

1.5 Education
Percentage of residents with high school education
Percentage of residents with university education

1.6 Employment and incomes
Unemployment rates
Average income
Percentage in Low Income Measure (LIM)

1.7 Social assistance
Percentages receiving provincial disability assistance
Percentages receiving other provincial income assistance

1.8 Housing and homelessness
Rental vacancy rates
Housing affordability
Estimated numbers of homeless

1.9 Proportion of residents at risk of food insecurity

SECTION 2: FOOD PRODUCTION AND PROCESSING
2.1 Growing

Land designated ALR/suitable for food production
Availability and affordability of land suitable for food production
Number and types of farms (including aquaculture)
Amount and type of crops
Percentage of organic production
Cost of inputs
Farm incomes
Age of farmers

APPENDIX A: Complete list of indicators used for Community Food System Assessment
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2.2 Hunting, fishing and gathering
Amount/type of hunting
Amount/type of fishing
Amount/type of gathering

2.3 Community production
Number of community gardens

2.4 Home based production
Percentage of people growing some of their own food

2.5 Food processing
Number and type of food processing operations

SECTION 3: FOOD ACCESS AND DISTRIBUTION
3.1 Basic food costs

Cost of nutritious food basket
3.2 Food availability

Number of food grocery stores, convenience stores, restaurants and fast food outlets per 
capita
Percentage of population within walking distance (450 meters) of a large grocery store or of 
public transportation that will take them to a large grocery store
Number of farmers markets and number of farmers attending each market
Availability and affordability of local food

3.3 Access for people vulnerable to food insecurity
Number and type of low-cost food resources available
Self-reported experience of:

Tla’amin Nation
Low-income earners 
Recent immigrants
People with disabilities (including mental health issues)
Seniors
Young parents/single-parents
Young people

3.4 Access to culturally appropriate food
Self-reported experience of Immigrant Settlement Services clients
Proportion of Tla’amin people reporting adequate access to traditional foods

3.5 Food literacy
Number and type of food education/skills programs

3.6 School food environment
Number of school gardens
Number and type of food and nutrition education programs
Number, type and usage of food delivery programs for students

3.7 Consumption-related health
Diet-related disease and obesity rates
Consumption of fruits and vegetables
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SECTION 4: FOOD DIVERSION AND WASTE MANAGEMENT
4.1 Food diversion

Extent to which excess/unsold food is donated/shared with those in need
4.2 Waste management

Local initiative for diverting food waste
SECTION 5: EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

5.1 Emergency planning
Extent to which provision is made for supplying safe food in case of an emergency or natural 
disaster
Amount of reserve stock in local supermarkets

SECTION 6: COMMUNITY CAPACITY FOR FOOD SECURITY
6.1 Organisations and programs

Number and type of food-security related organisations/programs
The presence of organisational policy that supports food security within the Powell River 
region

6.2 Policies
Local government policy relating to food security in Powell River

6.3 Community engagement and participation
Extent to which community members are aware of and able to participate in food security 
related decision making
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APPENDIX B: QUESTIONS FOR FOCUS GROUPS WITH VULNERABLE POPULATIONS

1. How often do you shop for groceries?

2. Where do you get your food from? (Big stores, take-out, Farmers’ Market, etc)

3. How easy is it for you to get to food outlets? (Are you within walking distance? Bus route? Do 
you have a vehicle?)

4. How often do you cook from scratch (defined as using some fresh ingredients)? What about us-
ing prepared ingredients such as pasta sauces?

5. What do you eat/cook most often? Why? (Is this what you want to eat?)

6. Do you have a full kitchen? Is it adequate for you to cook in?

7. How confident are you with your cooking abilities? (Do you need more skills/information to 
cook healthier food?)

8. The Canadian Food Guide says we should be eating five servings of fruits and vegetables a day 
- is this realistic for you? If not, what are the greatest barriers?

9. If there was one thing you could change about how you eat, what would it be? (What is the 
most important thing that would help you to eat better?)

10. Is there anything you’d like to add?

The following three questions can be on a separate piece of paper to be put in a box:
11. How many people are in your household that you prepare food for?
12. Approximately how much do you spend on food in a week?
13. Are you aware of free or low-cost food outlets such as the Food Bank, Salvation Army, YACK, 
      CRC? Do you use any of them? How often?
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APPENDIX C: QUESTIONS FOR FARMER SURVEY

What do you grow?
Farm size (acres)
Area in production (acres)
Amount produced?
Farmer age
Growing practices
Farm income sustain livelihood? y/n

If no, supplement with off farm work?
If yes, are you satisfied or prefer to rely solely on farm income?

Challenges/needs of farmers?
Able to sell all you grow?
If so, could you sell more, what would stop you?
Additional comments
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