
LOCAL FOOD

“Local and regional 
food systems are 

about opportunity.”
- Tom Vilsack
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Background & 
Context

Over the past 10-15 years, local food has 
emerged as an environmental issue in 

many communities. Locally grown food is 
perceived as being healthier and better for the 
environment due to better growing practices and 
reduced transportation emissions. Local food 
also has a local economic impact. In 2008, the 
economic impact of local agricultural products 
was estimated at $623 million. In addition, local 
food typically comes with less packaging and is 
fresher when it reaches the consumer1. 

The Conference Board of Canada defines local 
food as “ food consumed as close to where it 
is produced and processed as is reasonably 
possible, taking into account regional differences 
in seasonality and availability2.” For practical 
purposes, local food is often considered to be 

food that is grown within a 100 mile (160 km) 
radius of where it is consumed3. 

One of the important questions about local food 
is whether or not it is better for the environment. 
The answer to that question isn’t always clear. 
For example, locally grown tomatoes that 
come from a heated greenhouse may have a 
larger environmental footprint than imported 
field grown tomatoes. Other considerations in 
determining the environmental footprint of 
local food include water demands and habitat 
conversion. 

These are complex analyses that are unlikely 
to be made by consumers who are shopping 
for carrots. However, it is often the case that 
local food gives consumers the opportunity to 

interact directly with farmers 
and to discover the agricultural 
practices that produced their 
food4. 

Although there is limited local 
data available, we have included 
local food in this report because 
of the increasing interest and 
awareness in it and because of 
its importance to community 
resilience to climate change.

Figure 1. Farmer’s Markets sell a variety 
of local grown and produced food that 
may not found in grocery stores. Photo 

courtesy Paige McGeorge/Flickr.

- 73 -



Without question, Lethbridge is an 
agricultural hub, producing large 

amounts of food that are exported around the 
country and internationally. If we consider 
the 100-mile diet as a measure of local food, 
everything from potato chips to beef, vegetables 
to cheese and canola oil to sugar are produced 
close to home.

In 2011, the South Saskatchewan Region was 
home to 9,915 farms, covering more than 16 
million acres of land. Of those, 281 are small 
scale farms less than 10 acres in size (see Figure 2) 
and 61 are classified as organic. Of the 16 million 
acres that is being farmed 58% is cultivated while 
42% is used as natural pasturelands5.

Agriculture in 
Southern Alberta

Figure 2. Farm sizes in the South 
Saskatchewan Region.
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Whether we think about it or not, accessing 
food is part of a larger system that 

involves, production, distribution, purchasing, 
consumption and disposal of food waste (see 
Figure 3). 

Many other jurisdictions, including Calgary and 
Vancouver have adopted strategies to encourage 
the development of sustainable food systems in 
their communities. These systems are based on 
the understanding that food is important for all 
residents and that how that food is produced 
can have impacts on environmental and human 
health.

The City of Calgary has identified the following 
components of a sustainable food system7: 
• Is secure, and therefore reliable and resilient 
to change (including climate change) and 
accessible and affordable to all members of 
society;
• Is energy efficient;
• Is an economic generator for farmers, whole 
communities and regions;
• Is healthy and safe;
• Is environmentally beneficial or benign;
• Uses creative water reclamation and 
conservation strategies for agricultural 
irrigation;

• Balances food imports with local 
capacity;
• Adopts regionally-appropriate 
agricultural practices and crop 
choices;
• Works towards organic farming;
• Contributes to both community 
and ecological health;
• Builds soil quality and farmland 
through the recycling of organic 
waste;
• Supports multiple forms of 
urban as well as rural food 
production;
• Ensures that food processing 
facilities are available to farmers 
and processors;

Food Systems

Figure 3. Sustainable food system. 
Image courtesy City of Calgary.
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• Is celebrated through community events, 
markets, restaurants, etc;
• Preserves biodiversity in agro-ecosystems as 
well as in the crop selection;
• Has a strong educational focus to create 
awareness of food and agricultural issues; and
• Is fairly traded by providing a fair wage to 
producers and processors locally and abroad.

Food security, which has been and continues 
to be a social justice issue in Canada, is an 
important part of local food. Defined by the 
World Food Summit6 as having physical and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food to meet dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life, food security also 
includes producing food in an environmentally
sustainable manner.

Because of the direct connections between 
food security and issues such as public health 
and poverty, food security is important from 
both an environmental and social perspective. 
In Lethbridge, Chinook Food Connect is a 
collaborative initiative that has been established 
to promote and educate the community about 
food security. As well, organizations such as the 
Young Agrarians and businesses such as Urban 
Grocer and Umami add diversity and resilience 
to Lethbridge’s food system. Figure 4. Locally grown produce adds 

diversity to our food system. Photo 
courtesy Jennifer Tarnowsky.
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Food Security & 
Climate Change

Figure 5. Price of Lettuce (adjusted for 
inflation) 2003-2015. Graph courtesy 

Statistics Canada/Global News.

The largest change facing sustainable 
food and other environmental systems is 

climate change. Although predicting the precise 
local changes that will occur is difficult, if not 
impossible, there are some broad impacts that 
we can expect to see, including an increase in 
severe weather events, such as hail storms, 
that can badly damage food crops. In Canada, 
disaster relief funding has risen from $40 million 
per year in the 1970’s to $600 million per year in 
the 2010’s8. 

Subtler effects may also be anticipated. Season 
creep, where warmer spring temperatures 
occur earlier in the year, may cause pollinators 
and flowering plants to be out of sync. As this 
occurs, pollination rates for some food plants 
may drop9. 

The impacts of climate change on our food 
system are both local and international. In 2014, 
Canada imported $2.7 billion of produce from 
California, mostly to Alberta and BC. Since 2012, 
California has been in the midst of a “mega-
drought” which is affecting agriculture across 
the state. California is a key source of produce 
for Alberta, including everything from lettuce 
to carrots, oranges to tomatoes. If drought 
conditions increase as they are expected to, 
we can expect the prices of produce to rise as 
availability decreases10 (see Figure 5). 

Despite our current reliance on imported food, 
our ability to produce a variety of food within 
a short distance of our community should give 
Lethbridge a high level of resilience to sudden 
change, including climate change.
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A community garden is  “any piece of land 
(publicly or privately held) that is cultivated 

by a group of people rather than a single family 
or individual.11” 

There are currently 6 community gardens in 
Lethbridge, with 3 more planned for development 
in 201712,13. Community gardens can take a variety 
of forms including plot allotment gardens where 
gardeners rent a specific garden space for an 
annual fee; collective gardens where gardeners 
work together to grow produce within a shared 
space and teaching and learning gardens where 

gardeners can learn about different gardening 
techniques and growing conditions.

The City of Lethbridge, through its Community 
and Social Development department, has 
been working to support the development 
of an Operational Manual to support the 
establishment and development of community 
gardens in public spaces in Lethbridge. A 
steering committee, made up of City staff and 
community representatives has been tasked 
with developing an approach for the City to 
take with respect to community gardens. The 

Indicator: 
Community 
Gardens

Table 1: Community Gardens in Lethbridge

Garden Name Location Garden Type
Campus Roots University of Lethbridge Allotment Garden
Grow It! Community Garden Lethbridge Animal Shelter Allotment Garden
Interfaith Learning Garden Lethbridge Interfaith Food Bank Learning Garden
Kinsmen Open Community Garden Kinsmen Park Collective Garden
Westminster Community Garden Lethbridge Boys and Girls Club Collective Garden
Copperwood Circle Community 
Garden

Copperwood Collective/Allotment Garden

Legacy Community Garden (Under 
development)

Legacy Ridge Collective/Allotment Garden

Under development Nicholas Sheran Collective/Allotment Garden
Under development Blackfoot Family Lodge Collective/Allotment Garden

New Community Gardens 
are under development 
and efforts are underway 
to support garden 
organizations.
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steering committee has adopted the following 
goals:
• Improve food security
• Increase available resources for community 
gardens
• Increase awareness on the benefits of 
community gardens
• Increase the number of people gardening in 
Lethbridge
• Increase the number of “Bumping Spaces” in 
neighbourhoods

The City of Lethbridge sees community gardens 

as more than publically available spaces to grow 
food. When properly designed and integrated 
into neighbourhoods, they can enhance 
neighbourhood appeal and value and lead to 
community cohesion.

Figure 6. Campus Roots Community 
Garden. Photo courtesy Jennifer 

Tarnowsky.
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Indicator: Urban 
Agriculture

Figure 7. Josh Hellawell of Synergy 
Urban Farms showcases their urban 
agriculture model. Photo: Environment 
Lethbridge.

Agriculture is typically considered a rural 
activity, however, small scale agriculture 

presents unique opportunities for urban 
settings.

In Lethbridge, Synergy Urban Farms signs 
agreements with urban homeowners to use 
part or all of their residential yards to grow 
produce. By using small plot intensive farming 
techniques, Synergy Urban Farms are able to 
achieve high yields in small spaces14. 

Synergy Urban Farms splits their produce with 
the participating homeowners and sell the 
remainder through their Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) box program, through 
local retailers, to local restaurants and at the 
Lethbridge Farmer’s Market. 

Publicly owned fruit trees also provide 
opportunities for urban food production. Among 
Lethbridge’s urban forest are 3954 public fruit 
trees and shrubs including 32 apple trees, 1883 
crab apple trees, 191 cherry trees, 19 plum trees, 
53 pear trees and 1776 chokecherries (see Figure 
8). All of these trees are available to the public, 
and during the growing season, can be picked.  
Expanding this aspect of our urban forest would 
create additional opportunities to enhance food 
security in Lethbridge.

There is increased 
awareness and support 
of urban agriculture 
initiatives in Lethbridge.
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Figure 8. Public Fruit Tree Inventory 
Map. Map courtesy City of Lethbridge.
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Indicator: Food 
Waste

Figure 9. Food waste in Canada by 
source.

Food waste has been identified as a significant 
issue, not just in Canada, but globally. In 

2014, it was estimated that Canadians waste 
$31 billion worth of food each year which is 
equivalent to $1500 per household15. Almost 
half (47%) of the food that is wasted in Canada is 
wasted by consumers, while the remaining half 
is due to a mixture of processing, retail, on farm 
and restaurant operations16 (see Figure 9). 

In Lethbridge, 48% of the waste that goes into 
the landfill is organic, which include both food 
and yard waste (see Waste section). 

Food waste also presents a number of 
opportunities. The food waste pyramid offers 
a hierarchy of food recovery from best use to 
last resort (see Figure 10). Preventing this food 
waste from entering the landfill not only has 
implications for food security, but also reduces 
the impact of having organic matter in the landfill 
(see Waste Section). Much of the food that is 
wasted could be used to feed people or livestock 
or be used to create energy from biogas.

Nearly 48% of waste in 
Lethbridge’s landfill is 
organic material which 
could be used as food or 
in other ways.
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Figure 10. Food waste pyramid. Diagram 
courtesy Vision 202017.
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Indicator: 
Pollinators

Nearly 70% of food crops rely on pollinators. 
While southern Alberta has a range of 

native pollinators (see Biodiversity section), 
domestic honeybees are also important 
pollinators, particularly for agricultural crops18. 

In 2016, there were 1400 beekeepers and 305,000 
honeybee colonies in Alberta. The number of 
beekeepers and honeybee colonies in Alberta 
has risen steadily since 2012. In 2016, over 40% 
of Canada’s honeybee colonies were located in 
Alberta19(see Figure 12).

In the past 10 years, there has been concern 
about dramatic declines in both native and 
domestic bee populations. Factors such as loss 

of flowering plants species, climate change 
and pesticides have been suggested as possible 
contributing factors20. 

Colony collapse disorder emerged as an issue 
in 2006, when beekeepers reported significant 
overwintering mortalities in honeybee colonies. 
Initial losses in the US included mortalities as 
high as 30-90%21. 

In Canada, losses were not as high as in the US, 
however, significant losses were still reported 
(see Figure 13). Losses over the past 3 years are 
not as high as were initially reported, however, 
the Canadian average remains higher than the 
15% long term loss average (see Figure 13). 

Figure 11. Honeybes are important 
pollinators of many agricultural food 
crops. Photo courtesy Ken Orich/Flickr.

The number of honeybee 
colonies in southern 
Alberta continues to 
increase and winterkill 
mortalities have 
declined.
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Figure 12. Beekeepers and Honeybee 
Colonies in Alberta 2012-2016.

Figure 13. Winterkill mortality of 
honeybee colonies in Canada and 

Alberta  2007-2016
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Conclusion & 
Recommendations

We included local food as an emerging 
indicator in this report in an attempt 

to understand where the opportunities and 
challenges are for our local food system. 

In reviewing the indicators for this section, 
Lethbridge has some innovative initiatives 
underway when it comes to urban agriculture 
and community gardens. There are many 
opportunities for everyone to be involved with 
local food in our community.

Other indicators are less positive. Food waste 
is a significant problem, with organic material 
comprising nearly half of the waste in our 
landfill. Pollinators, such as honeybees, remain 

at risk following substantial population declines 
within the past ten years.
To support these indicators, we offer the 
following recommendations:

1. That the development and expansion of 
community gardens in Lethbridge continue to 
be supported.

2. That the reduction of organic waste is an 
important next step in the Lethbridge’s waste 
reduction program.

3. That pollinators of all types be supported 
through the planting of bee friendly plants and 
shrubs.
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Figure 14. Expanding community 
gardens in Lethbridge will give more 
people the ability to grow their own 
food. Photo courtesy Paige McGeorge/
Flickr.
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