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Abstract
Local-regional food systems are increasingly the
focus of community activism and local government
planning in British Columbia (BC), Canada. At
present, there is no provincial or federal government food system strategy to inform or guide local
government policy efforts. To ascertain focal
points of local government food system planning,
we assessed current municipal Official Community
Plans (OCPs) in BC and suggest areas for future
policy development to enable regional food systems in the province. In BC, an OCP is the most
comprehensive, high-level municipal planning
document used to guide future management and
land use decisions. We reviewed OCPs from 61
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municipalities (37% of BC’s municipalities) and
categorized the food systems policy within according to a set of 13 topics and 53 subtopics. We
report policy topic or subtopic frequency, expressed as a percentage of municipalities (n=49).
We also developed and applied a framework to
identify policy gaps for enabling regional food
systems. Policy addressing food access for residents as well as policy supporting urban agriculture
were identified as the most prevalent food system
policy foci in BC. Recognition of and support for
Indigenous foodways, however, were scarcely
addressed by existing food access policies. We
identified gaps in regional food system policy
regarding postproduction capacity for regional
markets, waste management, and environmental
stewardship. We offer that fostering regional systems requires coordinated policy efforts between
jurisdictions and suggest that such coordination is
particularly important and needed between urban
and rural municipalities, which represent primary
food-consuming and food-producing areas,
respectively. This coordination will require
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municipalities to expand food system policy efforts
beyond their current urban agriculture focus, which
has been criticized as having a limited capacity to
address a number of pressing food system concerns. The framework we developed and applied
can serve as a tool in other jurisdictions to assess
current local government regional food system
policy foci and identify areas for future policy
development to enable regional food systems.
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Introduction
Our highly globalized industrial food system is
criticized for delivering detrimental environmental,
economic, and social outcomes while largely externalizing the associated costs of these outcomes.
These include, but are not limited to, the economic
and social marginalization of farming, the loss of
farmers, the consolidation of farms, the hollowing
out of rural communities, corporate hegemony, the
loss of habitat and biodiversity, water and air pollution, soil degradation, increased occurrence of dietrelated diseases, and unjust working conditions for
farmworkers (Clapp, 2012; International Panel of
Experts on Sustainable Food Systems [IPES
Food], 2017; Nestle, 2002; Patel, 2008). Within this
food system, 11% of the global population is
undernourished, while an equal proportion is obese
(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations [FAO], 2017; World Health Organizaton
[WHO], 2017). These externalized costs are often
obfuscated by long supply chains that disconnect
food system actors from one another (Clapp,
2012). Simultaneously, the majority of wealth
generated from this food system accrues to a small
number of largely transnational corporations,
distant physically, economically, and socially from
the regions and people most affected by food
system externalities (Clapp, 2012; IPES, 2017). The
localization or regionalization of food systems is
offered by many as a remedy, in whole or part, for
these undesirable and unnecessary outcomes
(Cleveland, Müller, Tranovich, Mazaroli & Hinson,
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2014; Harris, Nixon, Newman, & Mullinix, 2016;
Mullinix et al., 2016).
Conversely, food system localization has been
criticized for oversimplifying the relationship
between scale and food system outcomes. Born
and Purcell (2006) describe this as the “local trap”
and caution against directly relating the scale of
food consumption to desirable outcomes, such as
social justice or environmental stewardship.
Others, however, suggest that a place-based food
system, which operates within the constraints and
per the demands of the region in which it functions, is better positioned to remedy social, economic, and environmental concerns (Klassen &
Wittman, 2017; Mullinix et al., 2016). Per the latter
perspective, local governments, food sector actors,
and community and social organizations are
increasingly working to advance local-regional food
systems. However, food systems planning has been
largely excluded from local government planning
efforts throughout the 20th century (APA, 2007;
Morgan, 2009; Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 2000), and
municipal level food system planning in BC is still
in nascent stages, as it is elsewhere in North
America.
In BC, food and agriculture have traditionally
been viewed as the purview of the provincial/
national government. However, many of the
impacts of poor or absent food system planning––
inadequate access to food for residents, local
pollution, waste management, loss of agricultural
land and rural livelihoods––are most acutely felt at
the local government level (MacRae & Donahue,
2013). As such, including food systems as a
fundamental component of community and
regional planning presents a substantial opportunity to improve public health as well as the
ecological and economic wellbeing of communities
(American Planning Association [APA], 2017;
Clark, Freedgood, Irish, Hodgson, & Raja, 2017;
Morgan, 2009; Youmans, 2014).

Opportunities for Municipal Food Systems
Planning in BC
The potential impact of local government planning
on food systems holds true in British Columbia
(population 4.6 million). For example, while agricultural land in BC is held within the Agricultural
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Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

Land Reserve (ALR), a provincial land use zone
restricting the nonfarm use of agricultural land
(Agricultural Land Commission [ALC], 2002),
individual municipalities have considerable influence over how provincial ALR regulations are
implemented and enforced. While provincial
guidelines for local government bylaw standards
exist for a variety of land use activities, (British
Columbia Ministry of Agriculture [BC MoA],
2015a; 2015b), agricultural land use regulations
vary among BC municipalities. For example, the
Corporation of Delta and the Township of Langley
are two municipalities in Metro Vancouver with at
least 50% of their land base in the ALR (BC MoA,
2014; Stats Canada, 2011). Delta’s zoning bylaw
limits the footprint of residential uses (house,
driveway, etc.) on farmland to 38,800–53,800 ft2
(3,600–5,000 m2) and the floor area of the farmhouse itself to 3,550–5,005 ft2 (330–465 m2)
depending on the parcel size (Corporation of
Delta, 1979). In contrast, the Township of
Langley’s zoning does not restrict the residential
footprint or farmhouse floor area on agricultural
land commensurate with urban areas (Township of
Langley, 1987).
Regional food systems also represent economic development opportunities for communities. British Columbians spend an estimated CA$17
billion on food annually (Statistics Canada, 2015;
2016). Most of this expenditure is for imported
food and nonlocal food businesses, whereby the
vast majority of these dollars leave the community
by the end of the business day (Heffernan, 2006).
As such, promoting businesses to provide, and
residents to purchase and consume, regional foods
presents a significant economic opportunity for
municipalities. Capturing a greater portion of food
expenditures locally can allow capital to change
hands several times before leaving the community,
multiplying the economic benefits for the region
(Heffernan, 2006; Mullinix et al., 2016).

Official Community Plans and Food Systems Planning
In British Columbia, local governments develop
OCPs to outline the objectives and policies that
will guide planning and land use management
decisions. OCPs are most frequently developed by
local government planning staff or contracted to
Volume 8, Supplement 2 / October 2018

planning consultants with stakeholder input. As
comprehensive plans, OCPs stem from the
understanding that issues such as urban design,
social and economic development, community
health, and the environment cannot be addressed
in isolation (Hodgson, 2012; Neuner, Kelly, &
Raja, 2011). OCPs act on a temporal scale of years
to decades, and local government policies can
benefit from “greater buy-in and longevity” when
they take direction from an OCP (Youmans, 2014,
p. 4). OCPs do not obligate or authorize local
governments to advance particular initiatives;
however, subsequently adopted bylaws must be
consistent with the OCP (Government of British
Columbia, 2015). In this way, OCPs provide longterm direction for community development and,
given the impact of food systems on a myriad of
issues intrinsic to community planning, are an
appropriate vehicle for food system planning.
Local governments can address food policy in
other forms than OCPs (e.g., sustainability strategies, regulatory bylaws, zoning, etc.). However,
given their mandate, planning timeframe, and
ubiquity across all BC municipalities, OCPs are the
most appropriate platform to evaluate how food
systems are being incorporated into high-level local
government policy across the province. The City of
Vancouver is an exception, where numerous
Neighbourhood Plans are substituted for a single
OCP.
Local government food system planning
efforts in BC have increased considerably in recent
years (Institute for Sustainable Food Systems
[ISFS], 2017). Relatively detailed food system
strategies have been developed at the local (City of
Vancouver, 2013; Selkirk Planning and Design &
Ross, 2014) and regional levels (CRD, 2016; Metro
Vancouver, 2011) and a number of municipalities
and regions have adopted food charters with guiding food system value statements or goals (City of
Richmond, 2016; Cowichan Green Community,
2009; North Shore Table Matters, 2013). OCPs,
however, are among the most widely used vehicle
to include high-level food system policy within
local government (ISFS, 2017). While food systems
are gaining the attention of planners in BC, concerns have been raised over a lack of coordination
in food system planning (MacRae, 1999; Sussmann
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& Feeney, 2015). In BC, like many regions in
Canada and abroad, there is little direction from
provincial or federal governments to guide food
system planning. (Although a national food system
policy is currently under development in Canada
[Finnigan, 2017].) Subsequently, local governments
are embarking on food system planning initiatives
without a common vision. Such coordination will
be critical for advancing regional food systems,
particularly between rural and urban municipalities,
which represent the primary food-producing and
food-consuming regions, respectively. Furthermore, sharing food system planning strategies
across regions has been identified as a priority for
advancing sustainable food systems in BC
(Sussmann & Feeney, 2015). This study, therefore,
is a step toward understanding the current status
and priorities of municipal food systems planning
in BC, noting where and how plans differ between
rural and urban communities, and suggesting a
high-level direction for local governments to
advance regional food systems.
Previous studies of local government food
systems planning in Canada have focused on
assessing the capacity and contributions of specific
planning tools and agencies in advancing local
government food system goals (MacRae &
Donahue, 2013), such as Food Policy Councils
(Fridman & Lenters, 2013; Schiff, 2007) and
Municipal Food Strategies (Fridman & Lenters,
2013; Mansfield & Mendes, 2013). While case
studies have assessed the local government food
system policy of single municipalities (Mills, 2011),
very few have examined the cumulative body of
municipal food planning efforts in OCPs to
characterize policy priorities and direction in the
province (Youmans, 2014), and none have done so
by comparing the policy priorities of urban and
rural communities. As such, taking stock of the
current foci for local government food planning in
BC, examining how they differ between urban and
rural municipalities, and identifying areas for future
policy development is a timely contribution to
advancing our understanding of the current
direction of food system planning and charting
next steps.
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Study Objectives
Given the opportunity for OCPs to establish planning directives for future development, the recent
increase in attention to food system planning at the
local government level in BC, the lack of policy
coordination between regions, and the need to
better understand food system planning strategies
in the province, our study aimed to:
(1) Identify the current food system policy
foci in high-level, long-term municipal
policy in BC;
(2) Assess how these foci support foundational elements of regional food systems;
(3) Assess if and where policy discrepancies
exist between urban and rural communities in terms of policy-level support for
foundational elements of regional food
system; and
(4) Identify gaps for future policy development to foster regional food systems.

Methods

Policy Categorization and Evaluation of Foci
To code policy, we identified 13 topic categories
reflective of the various dimensions of the food
system (e.g., food access, waste management) that
are commonly addressed in OCPs. Topic
categories were informed by the thematic groupings employed in literature evaluating food system
plans (Evans-Cowley, 2011; Hodgson, 2012;
Youmans, 2014) as well as emerging areas of
importance in food system policy, such as
Indigenous foodways (Capital Regional District
[CRD], 2016; Food Secure Canada [FSC], 2015).
We then generated a list of 53 subtopics under the
13 topic categories. Subtopics provided further
detail as to how a policy was addressing a given
topic category. For example, the policy topic
‘improve access to food for residents’ was assigned
the subtopics “direct marketing,” “access to
affordable/ nutritious food,” “access to food retail
locations (not direct marketing),” “emergency food
sources,” “community kitchens,” and “local
procurement.” Appendix A presents the complete
categorization system we employed to code
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municipal food systems policy. All policies were
coded with a minimum of one topic category.
Similar to Youmans’ (2014) coding system, subtopic categories were assigned in addition to a topic
category only if a policy addressed a given topic
beyond a general statement of support. If policies
directly addressed more than one topic/subtopic,
then multiple topic/subtopic categories were
assigned accordingly.
To determine policy foci, we assessed the
frequency of occurrence for each policy topic,
expressed as a percentage of municipalities
(n=49). Food system policy topics were deemed
as widely, moderately, or scarcely represented if
they were addressed in more than 50%, between
50% and 11%, and 10% or less of OCPs, respectively. To assess topic representation between
urban and rural municipalities, municipalities
were divided into two groups according to population density (Statistics Canada, 2011). Rural
municipalities were defined as having population
densities of less than 1,036 people/mi2 (400
people/km2) (Statistics Canada, n.d.). Municipalities with population densities equal to, or
exceeding this threshold were characterized as
urban.

Policy Review and Rationale
This study required food system policy from local
government OCPs to be systematically reviewed,
thematically coded, and tabulated. Food system
policy was defined as any directive related to food
systems that addressed a component of the food
supply chain. Additionally, directives that touched
on food systems in the context of education,
economic development, planning or policy, and
water management were included.
Selection of municipalities for our OCP policy
review was based on geographic location and
population size, prioritizing population centers in
the province. For this we used Development
Regions, an administrative boundary formed from
aggregated Regional Districts (British Columbia
Development Regions, n.d.), to divide the province
into eight geographic regions. We then reviewed
the OCPs of the two municipalities with the greatest populations within each Development Region.
Selection methodology favored municipalities likely
Volume 8, Supplement 2 / October 2018

to have the resources (e.g., food policy councils,
dedicated social planners, etc.) to progressively
address aspects of food system planning. However,
given the uneven population distribution in the
province, selecting population centers within each
Development Region still allowed for the inclusion
of rural communities in the policy review. The
Lower Mainland/Southwest Development Region,
the most populous area of the province, was an
exception to this methodology. In this region, all
34 municipalities were included in the review. The
OCPs from an additional 13 municipalities were
reviewed because they were identified as
incorporating a notable focus on food systems.
OCPs currently being updated were excluded (e.g.,
City of Fort St John). Additionally, the City of
Vancouver was excluded from the study because
the municipality substitutes multiple neighborhood
plans for a citywide OCP. Thus, our sampling
methodology was not random, but systematically
designed to survey and maximally capture BC
regional food system enabling policy.
OCPs from 61 of a total of 162 BC municipalities (37%) were reviewed for food policy
(Figure 1). This included municipalities with varying geographic and demographic characteristics,
while recognizing the tendency of population
centers to contribute more frequently and fulsomely to food system policy development. We
therefore believe that food policy compiled from
these municipalities is reasonably representative of
OCP food policy in BC.

Inclusion Criteria and Food Policy Tabulation
Policies within OCPs that explicitly addressed food
systems were compiled and subject to inclusion
criteria prior to categorization. Inclusion criteria
were designed to ensure that the content of food
policies included in the analysis (1) extended
beyond recognition of existing standards and (2)
included planning objectives transcending a single,
isolated action. If the assessment of either criterion
was ‘yes’ for a given OCP policy, then that policy
statement was excluded from the analysis (Table 1).
After the inclusion assessment, 12 municipal OCPs
were excluded, and the final compilation of OCP
food policy for analysis totaled 49 municipalities
(30% of BC’s municipalities).
119

Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

A Framework for Assessing Regional
Food Systems Policy

Figure 1. Distribution of British Columbia Municipalities with
Official Community Plans (OCPs) Included in the Analysis

We presumed that a regional food
Rural municipalities (population density < 400 people/km2) are in blue
and urban municipalities (population density ≥ to 400 people/km2) are
system—characterized by shorter
in orange.
supply chains—must have the
capacity to connect food production
© OpenStreetMap contributors
to regional consumers. We recognized that in order for such a food
system to achieve the sustainability
outcomes routinely proffered, it must
also advance environmental stewardship, improve equity among food
system actors, and reduce and reclaim
food-related waste (Feenstra, 2002).
We thus propose that regional food
systems must emphasize the
following five elements: (1) food
production and postproduction
capacity focused on regional markets
(Bell, 2010; Gwin & McCann, 2017);
(2) economic viability of the
agricultural sector (Jablonski,
Hendrickson, Vogel, & Schmit, 2017);
(3) access to healthy, nutritious, and
culturally appropriate food for all
citizens (Desjardins, 2010; Morland,
2015; Morrison, 2008); (4) food
system waste management (Morone,
Papendiek, & Tartiu, 2017); and (5)
Data source Statistics Canada, (n.d). Map data available under Open Database
environmental stewardship (Warshall
License: http://www.openstreetmap.org/copyright
et al., 2002). Table 2 outlines these
five foundational elements of regional
assumed that food system policy seeking to enable
food systems and the corresponding food system
regional food systems should address these
policy topics used in this analysis. We therefore
Table 1. Examples of Food Policy Statements Included and Excluded According to Inclusion Criteria
Selection Criteria
Selection Criteria
Outcome

Is the policy limited to confirmation of and/or
compliance with an existing required standard or
limited to a reference to another piece of policy?

Does the policy support a single action or
occurrence rather than provide guidance for
municipal decision making in the future?

Yes  Exclude

E.g., all subdivision of Agriculture Land Reserve
land must be in accordance with the Agricultural
Land Commission Act and regulations.

E.g., create a soil management guideline for
community gardens.

E.g., support the farming integrity of the Agriculture Land Reserve land by encouraging the
consolidation of small parcels to support
economically viable farm units.

E.g., support urban agriculture initiatives and
the development of resources to improve on-site
management.

No  Include
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foundational food system elements, and we used
this framework to make recommendations for
areas of future policy development in British
Columbia.

Results and Discussion

Food System Policy Foci
Five food system policy topics were identified as
widely represented (Figure 2), and therefore constitute areas of current policy focus. They were, (1)
improve access to food for residents (67%); (2)
support for urban agriculture (67%); (3) protect
agricultural land and promote its use for agriculture

(65%); (4) support the economic viability of the
agricultural sector (61%); and (5) support for edge
(interface of urban and agricultural activities) planning and urban conflict mitigation (55%).
Six moderately represented topics were identified. They were (1) support for food system education and research (45%); (2) support for food system policy partnerships, advocacy, and development (45%); (3) support and build capacity for
postproduction activities and industry (41%); (4)
support ecosystem protection and enhancement in
food systems (41%); (5) improve food system
waste management (39%); and (6) improve water
management in food systems (39%).

Table 2. The Five Foundational Elements of Regional Food Systems and Corresponding
Food System Policy Topics
Foundational Element

Corresponding Food System Policy Topics

Food production and postproduction
capacity for regional markets

Protect agricultural land and promote its use for agriculture
Support and build capacity for local postproduction activities and industry

Economic viability of agricultural sector

Support the economic viability of the agricultural sector

Access to healthy, nutritious, culturally
appropriate food for all citizens

Improve access to food for residents
Support Indigenous foodways

Food system waste management

Improve food system waste management

Environmental stewardship within the
food systems

Support ecosystem protection and enhancement in food systems

Figure 2. Representation of Food System Policy Topics in Official Community Plans (n=49)
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Only two topics were identified as scarcely
represented: (1) policies in support of food selfreliance (10%), and (2) policies supporting Indigenous foodways (8%).

Foundational Elements of Regional Food Systems
Policy in BC OCPS and Comparison among
Rural and Urban Communities
The foundational regional food system element,
protecting agricultural land and promoting its use
for farming, was the third most widely represented
topic across all municipalities (Figure 2). This topic
was evenly represented among both urban and
rural municipalities. While the use of most agricultural land in BC is regulated through the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR)––a provincial land use
zone––local governments do play a critical role in
implementing and enforcing ALR land use regulations within their jurisdictions. This responsibility
is widely recognized, considering that 65% of
reviewed municipalities include policy statements
in their OCP to protect agricultural land and/or
promote its use for farming. It is somewhat
surprising, however, that the rate of representation

for this fundamentally important foundational
element is not more ubiquitous.
The subtopics for this policy (Appendix A)
suggest that policy primarily targets farmland
protection (e.g., maintaining stable ALR boundaries and/or parcel sizes conducive to farming,
supporting urban containment boundaries, regulating residential development), but not the
promotion of its use for agriculture (e.g., supporting land access for farmers). The underutilization
of farmland in the ALR is an area of increasing
concern in BC. Particularly in peri-urban areas,
where agricultural land is highly fragmented, land
use competition is intense, and valuation precludes
economically viable agriculture (Mullinix et al.,
2013; Sussmann, Dorward, Polasub, Mullinix, &
Mansfield, 2016). Exacerbating this is the
erroneous perception that low input, small lot
agriculture is generally a niche endeavor that
cannot and/or will not be an important part of our
food system (Holt-Giménez, 2017). In these
regions, the use of farmland for residential
development is particularly prevalent (Cooper,
2017; Metro Vancouver, 2016; Tomlinson, 2016)

Figure 3. Proportion of Urban (n=22) and Rural (n=27) Municipalities with Given Food System Policy Topic
Represented in their Official Community Plan (OCP).
Population density of rural municipalities < 400 people/km2
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given that the current property tax regime provides
considerable financial benefit to landowners who
wish to use land in the ALR for residential
purposes (Metro Vancouver, 2016; Tatebe, Robert,
Liu, dela Rosa, Wirsching, & Mullinix, 2018). A
Metro Vancouver land use inventory report
revealed that only 50% of the region’s ALR land
base is used for farming, and almost half of the
nonfarm land uses are residential. Other common
nonfarm uses of ALR land include golf courses,
parks, and natural vegetation (BC MoA, 2014).
While addressing this issue requires reform at the
provincial level, a recent report identifies that local
governments can play a role by both advocating for
change, and by improving communication of land
use activities to the provincial land assessment
authority (Metro Vancouver, 2016). We note that
neither of these actions was represented in the
OCPs reviewed in this study, and developing the
role of local governments in promoting the use of
agricultural land for agricultural purposes is an area
of needed attention.
Additionally, we note that the regulation of fill
(soil) deposition on agricultural land is another
dimension of farmland protection that is largely
absent. This is an issue of increasing concern
(Nagel, 2015) due to the potential for agricultural
land degradation resulting from poor fill quality.
The Agricultural Land Commission has reported
an increase in both the number of applications and
the volume of fill. Where previous requests were
typically 3.3ft (1m) in depth, some current requests
exceed 23ft (7m) of fill, which is generally characterized as poor quality for agricultural purposes (K.
Glavas, personal communication, August 2017).
This is especially prevalent in the Lower Mainland,
where the excavated materials generated from
rampant development in adjacent urban centers
must be accommodated, and financial gain for
property owners from tipping (soil deposition) fees
are substantial. Fill depositions, both authorized
and unauthorized, are also increasing in other areas
of the province experiencing population growth
and proliferation of other economic interests (K.
Glavas, personal communication, August 2017).
Additionally, unauthorized fill sites compose
almost 45% of the ALC’s Compliance and
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Enforcement files (ALC, 2017). While it is recognized that the regulation of fill deposits on agricultural land can be addressed in planning documents
outside of OCPs, there is an opportunity to
increase local government involvement in mitigating this serious issue by recognizing it as an
important component of OCP policies protecting
agricultural land.
Policies supporting economic development of
the agricultural sector were the fourth most widely
represented topic across municipalities; however,
this topic was represented at notably different
levels between urban and rural municipalities. This
foundational regional food system element was
addressed in 74% of rural, but only 45% of urban
municipalities. Widespread support among rural
municipalities likely reflects the relatively high
proportion of residents in rural areas whose livelihoods are linked to the agricultural sector and a
sense of potential influence. Conversely, for urban
municipalities, the relative lack of such policy could
be indicative of a disconnect between urbanites
and rural food producing areas. If urban municipalities wish to support regional food systems, they
must recognize their connection to, and role in,
supporting the economic vitality of the agricultural
hinterlands that could be a significant source of
their residents’ food. For example, dedicating the
substantial purchasing power of public institutions
(e.g., schools and hospitals) in urban areas toward
supporting the regional agricultural sector has been
identified an important avenue for scaling up
demand for, and access to, local foods while supporting rural economies (Benson & Fleury, 2017;
Conner et al., 2011; Friedmann, 2007; Klein, 2015).
Despite this, policies supporting local procurement
(in institutions) were present in relatively few
OCPs (12%), and therefore represent an area of
future policy focus for enabling regional food
systems.
Support for local postproduction infrastructure
and activities was moderately represented and is
recommended as an area of future policy progress
for the development of regional food systems. The
topic was present in only 41% of OCPs, with
similar representation in urban and rural municipalities (36% and 44%, respectively). Postproduction capacity is key to actualizing a viable regional
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food system and realizing the associated economic
benefits (Mullinix et al., 2016). Processing capacity
can both facilitate the off-season consumption of
regional agricultural products and increase their
market value. Equally important for regional food
systems are storage and distribution channels
targeted for regional markets, which can allow
regionally produced food to reach regional
consumers. However, the centralization of food
processing across Canada has hindered the ability
of producers (particularly small-scale) to process
products for local markets (FSC, 2011). The
diminution of BC’s local processing capacity has
been attributed to both consolidation and
centralization in the agri-food sector (Rice, 2014),
and to disabling regulatory environments. For
example, in 2004 BC imposed new “meat
inspection regulations that essentially eliminated
small-scale abattoirs” in the province (Miewald,
Ostry, & Hodgson, 2013, p. 93).
The policy topic addressing improved food
access was present in 67% of reviewed OCPs and
was widely represented in both urban and rural
municipalities. Food access included availability,
quality, proximity to markets, affordability, and
utilization (Chase & Grubinger, 2014). While food
access was found to be a priority policy area for BC
municipalities, the topic of Indigenous foodways
was represented in only 8% of OCPs. Given that
Indigenous peoples and communities experience
disproportionately high levels of poverty and food
insecurity relative to the general population, and
that Indigenous Nations are integral to BC culture
and identity (De Schutter, 2012), this topic represents an area of much-needed policy development.
Elevated food insecurity among Indigenous communities is an artifact of long-standing political,
social, and economic marginalization (read:
colonialism). This includes, but is not limited to, a
disproportionate impact of resource extraction on
Indigenous food lands, denying Indigenous people
access to their traditional fishing, hunting and
gathering sites, confining Indigenous peoples to
increasingly smaller areas, and active efforts to
erode Indigenous knowledge and culture (Daschuk,
2013; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada [TRC], 2015). While it is recognized that
strengthening Indigenous foodways is inextricably
124

linked to larger shifts in federal and provincial
policy related to Indigenous rights and reconciliation efforts (Coté, 2010; Manuel & Derrickson,
2015), local governments can and should assume
an active role. In their local government capacitybuilding work, Clark et al. (2017) reflect on how
the active engagement of those affected by food
system inequalities is critical to the development of
policies that support equitable food systems.
Prioritizing biodiversity conservation in land use
planning, incorporating Indigenous food
sovereignty into community planning, and
increasing institutional support for Indigenous
food programs have been identified as avenues for
local governments to strengthen Indigenous food
systems (Morrison, 2008). However, actualizing
these policy directives will require that the
implicated communities be actively and directly
engaged in their development. Additionally,
policymakers must be ready to challenge dominant
narratives, such as the prevailing “highly mechanistic, linear food production, distribution, and
consumption model applied in the industrialized
food system” (Morrison, 2008, p. 5.) that can reinforce food system inequalities. Examples of current
OCP policies addressing Indigenous food systems
include maintaining access to natural and traditional food lands, undertaking inventories of
municipal lands to better identify traditional food
resources, and promoting education initiatives
surrounding Indigenous foodways (City of Terrace,
2011, p. 11-12; City of Victoria, 2012, p. 121).
These can serve as a starting point for supporting
Indigenous foodways, which, at present, represents
a nascent area of municipal policy. Despite its low
representation among BC OCPs, this is a critically
important area for achieving more equitable and
socially just regional food systems, as the imposition of any food system upon Indigenous communities can be seen as an avenue to further marginalization (Mullinix, 2016).
Improving food system waste management
was also reflected in a relatively few number of
OCPs (39%), and primarily among urban
municipalities. While food waste occurs at all
stages of the supply chain, in industrialized
countries like Canada, approximately one-third to
one-half of food waste occurs at the consumer
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and/or retail stage of the supply chain, generating
significant environmental and economic costs
(FAO, 2011; Gooch, Felfel, & Marenick, 2010). In
Metro Vancouver, food waste composed over
20% of municipal waste (Tetra Tech, 2016).
Municipal efforts to prevent and recover food
waste, including collection programs, education
initiatives, and food recovery initiatives are
therefore suggested as an area of future policy
development.
Policy-level support for environmental
stewardship in food system was moderately
represented (41%), with similar representation for
both urban and rural municipalities. Given the
significant impacts of food systems on ecological
systems––including water pollution, soil
degradation, loss of habitat and biodiversity,
greenhouse gas emissions, etc.––and the associated
societal and health consequences, we suggest this,
too, as a requisite area of policy attention.
Policy supporting urban agriculture was the
second most represented topic across all municipalities and density groups. This result reflects
observations in food system policy research and
practice that, to date, urban agriculture is among
the most targeted aspects of municipal food planning (City of Victoria, n.d.; Mansfield & Mendes,
2013). This production focus is not unique to BC,
but reflective of a dominant planning approach
that has been critiqued for ignoring the interconnected elements that compose a functioning food
system, such as processing infrastructure, distribution and storage networks, and waste reclamation
programs (Raja, Picard, Baek, & Delgado, 2014).
Furthermore, some OCPs include urban agriculture as part of food security strategies (City of
North Vancouver, 2014; City of Victoria, 2012).
While urban agriculture has the potential to achieve
multiple social and urban planning goals, (e.g., food
literacy, urban greening), the framing of urban
agriculture as a food security strategy has been
critiqued based on its limited potential to satisfy
the caloric requirements of urban populations
(MacRae, Gallant, Patel, Michalak, Bunch &
Schaffner, 2010; Pynn, 2015; Badami &
Ramankutty, 2015.) Furthermore, a multiyear
investigation of policy interventions to reduce
Canadian household food insecurity found
Volume 8, Supplement 2 / October 2018

gardening to be unrelated to the occurrence of
food insecurity (Huisken, Orr, & Tarasuk, 2017).
Lastly, the dominance of urban agriculture policy
may simply be a reflection of the newness of food
system planning in BC and a lack of more sophisticated local-regional food system thinking. As
such, we suggest that local governments emphasize
expanding the scope of food system planning
beyond their own municipal boundaries and
recognize the regional context of a food system
and its many interconnected attributes. If robust
regional food systems are to be, municipalities—
both urban and rural—must act in concert via a
common vision with interactive and mutualistic
policy.

Conclusions
Per our assumptions and framework, this study
revealed the thematic range and prevalence of food
system policy in BC Official Community Plans. At
present, food access and urban agriculture are the
primary foci of municipal food policy in OCPs. We
propose that support for traditional foodways and
access to culturally appropriate food for Indigenous peoples should receive substantially increased
attention among food access policies. Critical to
achieving this is the active inclusion of Indigenous
communities in the policy development process as
well as the willingness of governments to challenge
longstanding narratives that reinforce food system
inequalities. We identified postproduction capacity
for regional markets, food waste management, and
fostering environmental stewardship as lacking
regional food system policies. While policies to
protect agricultural land and promote its use for
farming were widespread, the regulation of fill
(soil) deposition is an area of need policy attention.
Finally, we observed a number of discrepancies
between rural and urban policy priorities. These
discrepancies, particularly concerning the economic
development of the agricultural sector, offer a basis
for future study into how we might advance
regional food system planning that recognizes
important links between rural and urban areas.
Local procurement initiatives within public institutions have been identified as one avenue in which
links can be established between urban areas and
rural areas. Coordination across municipal
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boundaries, in our view, will require municipalities
to expand food system policy efforts beyond their
current urban agriculture focus, which has been
critiqued as having a limited capacity to address a
number of pressing food system concerns.
The complex and interconnected nature of our
food system allows actions within one component
to impact other food system components. This
presents a particular challenge for segregating food
system policy into singular groupings. For example,
support for direct marketing (such as farmers markets) can improve food access for residents while
simultaneously providing diverse economic opportunities to improve the economic viability of the
agricultural sector. For the purpose of completing

this analysis, policy was coded according to the
themes directly communicated in the written policy. While this perspective allows for food policies
to be coded and assessed, it limits the assessment
of the cross-cutting impacts of food system policy.
Evaluating the strength of BC food system policies
and plans is an additional area of future study that
may be completed via plan quality assessments
(Evans-Cowley, 2011; Hodgson, 2012; Youmans,
2014). The framework we developed and applied
can serve as a tool in other jurisdictions to gain
insight into local government priorities concerning
regional food system policy, monitor their evolution, and identify areas for future policy
development.
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Appendix A. Complete List of Topics and Subtopics Used to Thematically
Categorize Food System Policy in Official Community Plans
Policy Topics and Subtopics

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

Support and build capacity for local postproduction activities/industry

Representation in
scanned OCPs (%)

41%

a.

Support and build capacity for local food distribution

22%

b.

Support and build capacity for local food processing

33%

c.

Support and build capacity for local food storage

12%

Improve access to food for residents

67%

a.

Support access to affordable/nutritious food

18%

b.

Support access to food retail locations (not direct-marketing)

14%

c.

Support for community kitchens

10%

d.

Support for direct marketing

47%

e.

Support for emergency food sources

12%

f.

Support for local procurement

Improve food system waste management
a.

Other waste management strategies

b.

Support for food waste reduction, composting and recovery

c.

Support for improved agricultural waste management, reduction, recovery

Improve water management in food systems

12%
39%
2%
35%
4%
39%

a.

Improve irrigation and drainage infrastructure

20%

b.

Support for integrated stormwater management objectives with food systems

14%

c.

Support for water conservation /restrictions within food system

6%

d.

Support for water rates for agriculture

4%

Support for food system education and research
a.

Develop and celebrate local food culture

b.

Support and build capacity for public food system education

c.

Supprt training and skills development for farmers

d.

Support and build capacity for food system research/data collection

45%
8%
37%
6%
6%

Support for economic viability of agricultural sector

61%

a.

Support for agricultural industry services

12%

b.

Support for farm labour

c.

Support for farmers to diversify economic opportunities

35%

d.

Support for local marketing initiatives

27%

e.

Other tools to support economic viability

14%

8%

Support for edge planning and urban conflict mitigation

55%

a.

Planning and regulation of roads and traffic in farming areas

10%

b.

Support for agricultural impact assessment

c.

Support for protection of farming development areas

20%

d.

Other strategies for agricultural edge planning (e.g. buffers, disclosure agreements)

33%

6%
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Representation in
scanned OCPs (%)

Policy Topics and Subtopics

8.

9.

Support for urban agriculture

67%

a.

Support for urban livestock

10%

b.

Support for commercial urban agriculture

10%

c.

Urban gardens/orchards on public land

27%

d.

Urban gardens/orchards on private land

31%

e.

Urban gardens/orchards non specified land type

29%

f.

Other tools to support urban agriculture

14%

Support to protect agricultural land/promote its use for agriculture

65%

a.

Address residential development (eg. farm homeplate)

12%

b.

Maintain stable ALR boundary and regulation of parcel size

45%

c.

Support access to land for farmers

16%

d.

Support agricultural/farmland trusts

4%

e.

Support for regulation of fill deposit

6%

f.

Support for Urban Containment Boundary

14%

g.

Other tools/commitment to protect ag land and promote use for agriculture

31%

10. Support for ecosystem protection/enhancement in food systems
a.

Commitment to reduce food system impacts on climate change/adapt food systems to climatic
changes

16%

b.

Support for B.C. Environmental Farm Plan

14%

c.

Support for biodiversity and wildlife management/protection

12%

d.

Support for ecological production strategies

24%

e.

Other tools for ecosystem management/protection

11. Support for food system policy partnerships, advocacy and development

0%
45%

a.

Support groups that build food system planning capacity

10%

b.

Support partnerships to achieve food system goals

31%

c.

Commitment to advocate senior gvt to achieve food system goals

12. Support for Indigenous foodways

6%
8%

a.

Maintain access to traditional/wild food lands

4%

b.

Support education initiatives for traditional food systems

6%

c.

Support collaborative work with First Nations groups

2%

13. Support for food self reliance
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41%

10%
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