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REPORT SUMMARY 

In 2011, in an effort to act more strategically, a broad based coalition came together to develop a 

collective impact strategy for the Capital Region supporting the development of a healthy, equitable and 

sustainable food systemi.(CRFAIR, GOOD FOOD 2025 BREIF, www.crfair.ca)   Three impact areas 

emerged:  Food Literacy, Food Access and Food Economy.   Work on the first two impact areas has been 

ongoing since 2011.  In 2017 the Closing the Supply Gap Project marks the beginning of concerted multi 

sector collaborative work on the Local Food Economy. Within the Food Economy impact area the long 

term goal is: 

Local food production for the Capital Region increases from less than 10% of total food 

consumption in 2011 to 25% by 2025. 

Closing the Supply Gap Project is centered on developing a systems approach towards this goal 

that addresses the persistent challenges around adequate food production, and the 

aggregation and distribution infrastructure gaps and relationships that are instrumental for a 

fully functioning values-based local food system.   

 

IN THIS REPORT YOU WILL FIND: 

1. Context 

2. Regional Supply Gap Approach 

3. Leadership and Process for Change 

4. Supply Gap Year One Process and Progress: 

a. Leadership group findings 

b. Understanding farm sector capacity and interests 

c. Aggregation and distribution efforts underway 

d. Regulatory challenges and potential group certification approaches 

5. Creating the Shift 

 

 

http://www.crfair.ca/
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1 CONTEXT  

Since the rise of the global food economy in the 1940’s, there has been a shift in the production 

and distribution of food through supply chains that are linked in a global market place.  It is the 

introduction of industrialised processes and growing practices and the shift to corporate ownership of 

land, production facilities, seeds, and distribution mechanisms that has created a global food system. 

This system has replaced local control of food lands and waterways and the means to distribute food 

locally and beyond. Through time, local food knowledge and sustainable practices have been replaced 

by the use of chemical fertilisers and monoculture for distribution across the globe. Food has become a 

commodity traded and controlled by stock market trading and regulations. This led to a significant 

deterioration of the production, processing and supply of food regionally.  For example as we 

lost a chicken processing facility, we then had fewer  people raising  poultry, less demand for 

feed, fencing and veterinary services and a slow attrition of these necessary components of a 

local food system.  

Over the last decade we have seen a shift in the demand for local food based on an increase in 

understanding around the external costs of the global food supply system (soil and water degradation, 

climate change impacts, social justice) and a shift in values around food (that it is produced closer to 

home, that it is fresh, that it is organic, that it is healthy).  What began as a proliferation of farmers 

markets is now evolving into a growing interest in grocery retailers and institutional purchasers in locally 

produced foods.  Beyond this, is also a growing conversation between the various food provision actors 

and the consumers that have their ear, that local food is actually beyond being provided by a “supply 

chain”, it is part of a “value chain”.   

 

“Food value chains are, in essence, supply chains where there is 
agreement on a particular set of common values that provide a 

sense of equitable support for each level of the system from 
producer through final distribution to eaters. … A key is 

emphasizing how each individual/entity is appreciated for the value 
they add and how they are fairly compensated for their 

contributions.” (Deller, Lamie, & Stickle, 2017)  

 

The challenge before us is that while there is a shift in the market, there is not currently an adequate 

food system in place that can work together in a coordinated way, and there are multiple layers from 

missing infrastructure, and existing policy and regulation that may need to shift in order to achieve our 

objectives around the local food supply.  
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2 REGIONAL SUPPLY GAP APPROACH 

Currently in the Capital Region the local food economy is made up of businesses and not for profits that 

are loosely connected but not working together in a systems approach.  Farms in the region are small 

and diversified and primarily supplying direct to the consumer at the farm gate or farmers market.   Only 

3% of producers supply the wholesale market that provisions retailers and institutions. Residents of the 

region purchase the vast majority of their food through the retail markets.  If we are to increase local 

food consumption, then we must address the lack of local food through this major avenue of supply.   

The lack of quantity and consistency of produce for these markets from local farms; and the lack of 

infrastructure in place to support this to happen is a significant obstacle to increasing the local food 

supply and access.  This includes a lack of local food storage, processing and value-added innovation, the 

absence of a distribution system, and the lack of capital investment to develop these facilities and 

services.  In addition there is a health and safety regulatory regime in place with wholesale foods that is 

designed and geared for industrial food production and distribution.   So while demand for local food is 

growing, and retailers and institutions are showing interest in providing more local food, there is a 

significant gap in supply and inadequate systems in place to channel existing supply. Farms are also 

facing a number of obstacles including a lack of skilled labour, access to investment capital and land and 

farm worker housing that together limit their ability to respond to increasing market demand. 

The supply gap has been a persistent challenge in the region. These obstacles that prevent local food 

from advancing from niche production to mainstream market and food culture are present across many 

regions in North America.   The good news is that there are many separate initiatives that are underway 

that seek to address all or part of the challenges in our regional food economy.   A number of possible 

infrastructure options and models for distribution and aggregation from the private and community 

sectors are surfacing. In order to create the shift we need to ensure farms are viable and profitable, and 

that farming uses best practices of sustainability in a changing climate. 

   

3 LEADERSHIP AND PROCESS FOR CHANGE 

CRFAIR has worked with the food sectors to establish a Local Food Economy Leadership Group in the 

Capital Region. The aim of the Leadership Group is to give the high level oversight required to create a 

systematic place-based local food economy that functions alongside the global food system and 

supports the local community.  Over the last year a Local Food Economy Leadership group has been 

convened to facilitate a shift in the way we envision and develop our food system in the Capital Region.  

This shift we are creating acknowledges the capacity and interests of people across the food economy 

sectors and works to establish a shared understanding of the diversity of issues in the system.  The 

group will co-produce the future vision, values, knowledge and strategies needed. The Shift will also 

require (as yet unfamiliar) new structures and relationships to be created that do not exist currently. 

The group aims to oversee a multi-sector initiative aimed at building a local food system which 
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addresses infrastructure gaps including supply, education, training, food policy, appropriately scaled 

regulations processing, and distribution in the Capital Region.  

The Local Food Economy Leadership Group is identified and recruited from all sectors that make up a 

food system.  This  includes:   farming, processing, non-profit institutional purchasing, for-profit 

institutional purchasing, public policy, restaurant purchasing, international food retail, post-secondary 

food education, local food aggregation, municipal and provincial government, non-profit funding 

investment, and for-profit financial investment.   It is not advisory but, rather, is organized to provide 

leadership in what change will look like in order to build a strong, coherent place-based food system 

that can intersect as a system in its own right with the global food system.  Critical Social Theory frames 

the research design and the methodological framework is Participatory Action Research (PAR). 

Democratization of knowledge and knowledge-based socio-ecological change are key features.  The 

Leadership Group is conceived to be an iterative project of three to four years, initially to build the 

foundation and then to support the development of key elements that will help to form the missing 

components of this revitalized food system.   In creating this leadership group the role of the 

Collaboration Team is to facilitate diverse participation and leadership and ultimately to support the 

evolution of a model.  In sum, this approach acknowledges and seeks to address differences in power 

and influence and to democratize knowledge as the framework for the change process.  Team members 

include: Patricia Reichert, RRU Researcher, Susan Tychie, CRFAIR Consultant, Linda Geggie, CRFAIR ED, 

and Michelle Colussi, Principle at Michelle Colussi Consulting.  CRFAIR is the organizational host for the 

initiative and project management lead.   

 

4 SUPPLY GAP YEAR ONE PROCESS AND PROGRESS 

Over the first year of the project there was significant investment in recruiting and developing the Local 

Food Economy Leadership Group.  The group met with a keen interest in tackling the persistent 

challenge of rebuilding a place based and value based food system and the key challenge of a lack of 

local supply to wholesale and retail markets.  

 In order to support the work of the Leadership Group the Collaboration team also undertook a process 

to better understand the needs and interests of the farm community and to better understand their 

persistent barriers. This included undertaking workshops at the Annual Farmer2Farmer Gathering, 

conducting farmer focus groups, as well as meeting and presenting to the Peninsula and Area 

Agriculture Commission and the Good Food Network.  Another area that was explored was current 

aggregation and infrastructure development work going on in the region to better understand what 

responses to the challenge were underway.  Finally a review of the health and regulatory regime was 

undertaken with an eye to looking at potential avenues for certification that would be more accessible 

to small farmers.  This included exploration of “Group” based Canada Good Agriculture Practices 

Certification (Canada GAP). 
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A) THE LEADERSHIP GROUP FINDINGS 

An initial meeting and three working meetings were conducted.  In the initial meeting the Leadership 

Group stated that while they understood it took time to review and re envision a new food system, they 

felt they needed to see some real progress in three meetings in order to remain committed.  This stated 

timeline meant the Collaboration Team had to create fast paced goal oriented agendas that allowed the 

Leadership Group to begin leading by the third meeting.  

Leaders were introduced to the Innovation Lab approach to seek breakthroughs and transformative 

solutions. The goal is to change the system, not just insert a particular project into it.  At the first 

meeting in April they also identified and discussed the disparate local food production, processing, and 

marketing, distribution elements that operate in the region.

 

 

The second meeting tasked the Leaders to establish shared values for the local food economy and to 

define the problems.  The results of this second meeting were collated into an internal report 

(REICHERT, Leadership Internal Report, June 2018).  This included placing their “challenge” in the 

context of what is happening in Canada and elsewhere, statistics on the farming sector on Vancouver 

Island, and learnings from other research.   Bringing clarity to the problem is key to focusing the group’s 

work and framing the exact scope and priorities of the work that needs to be done to accomplish the 

goal. The Leadership group also established a set of values that their work would be based on as well as 

identified the core issues they were addressing and the priority components of a food system that were 

contending with.  Below are diagrams of the results of this collaborative work.  

 

PROBLEM STATEMENTS 

The Leadership Group produced two main problem statements. These statements were thoughtfully 

created and considered with a view to understanding the full nature of why local food does not have a 

stronger place in the local economy. An essential feature of these problem statements is that they cross 

several dimensions from local food values to taking a holistic approach to taking action (REICHERT, 

Leadership Internal Report, June 2018). 

THEN: Design 
the prototypes 
of most viable 

solutions to test 

NEXT: Consider 
systems model 

and 
components 
that we need.   

June: Focus on 
priority values 

of the food 
system, 

problems, and 
explore why 

things are the 
way they are. 

April: Making 
sense of current 
system - scan of 

local projects 
and starting the 

map. 

February: 
Initiate supply 
gap challenge; 

initial 
discussion of 
barriers and 

opportunities 
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SIMPLIFIED VALUES CHART FROM LEADERSHIP GROUP 

The chart “illustrates the priority values the Leadership Group identified. It is a conglomerate that 

creates a frame for making change. Based on the Leadership Group’s work, the diagram shows that 

creating the local food culture is the glue that is needed to hold these values together. The group 

achieved consensus that the linchpin values that define the local food culture are diversity, 

sustainability, and knowledge. These concepts form the foundation for building a value-based local food 

system” (REICHERT, Leadership Internal Report, June 2018).  

The values will provide the screen that the Leadership Group can use to critically assess the approaches, 
strategies, and components that need to be put in place to address the problems. 
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One of the key interests of the Leadership Group is to understand the emerging initiatives in the region.   

These initiatives provide valuable information on what we have already developed in the region and 

what is or is not working.  The Metric Group for the Good Food Strategy looked at the long term 

outcomes that were desired in the local community and mapped out the key elements of the long term 

goals along with strategic outcomes and intermediary outcomes.  These will be benchmarks to show the 

change over time of the initiatives directed by the Leadership Group. 

On the foundation of the two watershed meetings providing clarity on the problems and defining values 

for the “value chain”, Leaders were challenged to determine a “change action” that would create 

movement towards a more systematic food system.  The interest from funders in continuing to support 

the Leadership Group’s development and the capacity of CRFAIR to find funding for a feasibility project 

gave the Leadership Group this opportunity to determine next steps.   

The change action developed in this final meeting centered on the need to increase local produce supply 

to institutional and retail markets.   The Leadership Group will review and guide a feasibility study in 

relation to addressing the limiting factors to sales between small scale growers and buyers (institutions 

and retailers), local aggregation and distribution infrastructure and supports. We will work with a group 

of participating farmers in a pilot project that hinges on a fulfilling a mutually created contract between 

the growers and buyer that meets all health and safety requirements. Through working collaboratively 

with key partners the first phase of the pilot will: 

 

a. Support the development of the contract 

b. Work with the buyers and farmers to determine crops needed and that can be supplied 

c. Work with the farmers to support collaborative crop planning 

d. Work with partners to develop and ready existing infrastructure to pilot aggregation and 

distribution of the farm produce 

e. Support the evaluation process. 

 

LEADERSHIP GROUP NEXT STEPS 

With Problem statements and values in place there are “four more major steps in the systems 

development process: create the vision, develop the strategic plan and conduct feasibility, and 

implement the system” (REICHERT, Leadership Internal Report, June 2018). Phase one will be to scope 

out the risks and outcomes for each part of the feasibility study and the second phase will be to 

implement the change action and measure the impacts across the whole system.  Leaders will meet 

again in December to flesh out the details of the demonstration they want to test in 2019.  This is the 

first step in an iterative process that will create change over time.   
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Information from this first feasibility will determine the next change action the leaders will decide is 

needed to move towards a systematic place based food system. Leaders will meet on an ongoing basis 

over the next year, learning more about our local food system and affecting change.  Feasibility projects 

and pilots will inform their direction and areas of greatest impact.  Current timelines expectation for the 

Closing the Supply Gap Project is three to four more years.  With a cross sector leadership group 

steering decisions and support from the food community sector this new approach to a decades’ old 

problem has capacity to significantly impact a place based food system for the Capital Region.     

 

B) UNDERSTANDING FARM SECTOR CAPACITY AND INTERESTS 

A crucial aspect of this initiative is the need to increase local food production by working with farmers to 

increase the supply of local produce throughout the region and the seasons.  Small scale farming is 

generally not adequately remunerative and the numbers of farms are in decline.  In Canada eight 

percent of Canadian farms have gross income of more than $1,000,000 and they account for 60% of 

total income of all the farms in the country (Statistics Canada, 2016). More than twice as many farms in 

BC compared with the rest of Canada have incomes of less than $10,000. The number is even higher in 

the Capital Region with 64% of farms earning less than $10,000 and 79% with gross earnings of less than 

$25,000. This compares with 32% in the country as a whole.    

These statistics do not however tell the full story about farm production and profitability in the region.  

There are a growing number of small farms that are increasing their revenues through small plot 

intensive food production and earning upwards of $50,000 an acre.  These farmers are selling their 

products where they gain the highest price point, direct to restaurants or consumers. 

In our region the majority of our farms are less than 10 acres.  This is a very important consideration 

when we are considering a regional food system.  The average size of farms in the area is one of the key 

factors of why sales are almost exclusively into the direct sales market.   Farmers sell from farm gate, 

through community support agriculture (CSA) box programs, U-pick, at farmers markets and direct to 

restaurateurs and small groceries.   In the Capital Region 97% of farm sales are distributed through 

direct farm market leaving only 3% distributed to wholesale markets.   

 

97%

3%

Farm product sales in 
the Capital Region

Direct
farm
Other
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To build farm sector capacity we must engage farmers in discussions on increasing production to meet 

the increasing demand for local food supply in the region beyond the farm gate.  In order to do this we 

must address the need for a system that supports profitability of the farms when producing for a 

wholesale market.  The most important building block in creating a food system is the farms, so any 

changes and developments must first and foremost meet the needs of the farmers. 

 

DETERMINING ISSUES AND INTEREST-FARM ENGAGEMENT  

Throughout the Project we continued to work with farmers to understand what is needed in order to 

increase the supply of local produce throughout the region and the seasons and most particularly to 

hear their perspective on this issue.     

Our overarching goal was to engage 50 farmers from the CRD in the Closing the Supply Gap Project, we 

were able to surpass this goal by utilizing a range of engagement approaches. 

 

1. Farmer2Farmer Conference and Survey  

The Farmer 2 Farmer conference held annually in March was an opportunity to hear how farmers 

identify their needs, the gaps they are trying to address, and the directions they would like to take their 

businesses.  In March 2018 at the Farmer2Farmer conference the Closing the Supply Gap stream 

included three 75- minute workshops from a variety of presenters. They were aimed at the general topic 

of growing for the larger retail and institutional markets in the region and focused on different aspects 

with different presenters and formats.  

 

Farmer2Farmer  - 75 registered participants, 3 workshops averaging 30 participants per workshop.  

  

 Demystifying GAP (Good Agricultural Practices) 

 Times, They are A-Changing: New Growing Opportunities 

 Closing the Supply Gap - a Collaborative Approach 

 

We also conducted a survey of 30 farmers at Farmer2Farmer that collected information on the size of 

the farms, their revenues, the on farm infrastructure, and what interests they have in both growing their 

sales as well as what type of infrastructure they would require to do so.  This informal survey while not 

statistically significant gives us some information about the local farming community to inform our 

work. 
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2. Presentation and Discussion with Peninsula and Area Agriculture Commission 

On April 12 a presentation on the Closing the Supply Gap Project was made to the PAAC (Peninsula and 

Area Agricultural Commission).  The presentation focused on the local food economy as it is now and 

highlighted the gaps and need to systematize the economy to increase production to meet growing local 

demand while ensuring all sectors are valued.  Information about the upcoming Farmer Focus Groups 

was included. The commissioners are farmers or directly involved in local agriculture.    The members 

requested we keep them updated on Focus Group results and a second presentation is planned for 

December 2018.  

 

3. Farmer Focus Groups (REICHERT, Farmer Focus Group Report 2018) 

At Farmer2Farmer we also recruited farmers to attend a targeted producer Focus Group to assess farm 

concerns, interests and readiness. The plan was to conduct three sessions in the different regions: 

Saanich Peninsula, Metchosin and Salt Spring Island. Two sessions were held and with the growing 

season upon us it became difficult for farmers to attend the final late April focus group on Salt Spring 

Island.  It is postponed until the end of the current growing season.  

 

Participants identified a range of input needs. The most common one is the need for labour, particularly 

skilled labour. They also identified linking farmer training with access to land. The second most common 

need that participants identified is capital for on-farm development, such as washing stations, drainage, 

improved storage, equipment.  Both groups independently identified the problem posed by increasing 

wages when they cannot increase their prices to compensate.  A strong majority, however, said that the 

key infrastructure need is shared warehouse, coolers, trucking, and storage.  A key issue that was added 

into this discussion and carried through to the next is the issue that it is hard for local food to compete 

on price with industrially produced food.  

 

The question on diversification to produce for wholesale markets and Canada GAP certification 

requirements produced the most variation between the two focus groups, and among the participants. 

While they see the regulations as a necessity they view the certification as another cost that will not 

result in higher prices for their crops (REICHERT, Farmer Focus Group Report 2018).  

 

Overall, the question prompted complex responses. Some of the participants were more open to the 

possibility of wholesaling to larger buyers than others. All of the participants viewed contracting as a 

new kind of relationship.  There was notable consensus on the factors that affect the farmers’ capacities 

to produce more food:  

 Lack of(skilled)  labour  

 Access to quality land 

 Lack of capital to develop farm fixtures and equipment following close behind 
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There was strong consensus about the need for shared infrastructure in the region that will support 

farm production and marketing.   This need is consistent with assessments and analysis of other studies, 

and with the loss of local food infrastructure that is described in local food research literature.  

 

Without exception, however, diversifying markets is strongly linked to the established specific values of 

each farm operation.  Similarly, farming values dominated the discussion about contracting with buyers. 

There was consensus that the nature of the contract is the key concern. Regardless of whether the 

farmer was amenable to contracting or less likely to contract, it is essential that contracts be based on a 

relationships and trust. Price mattered but the overriding character of the contractual arrangements 

must be based on a shared understanding of the nature of smaller scale farming.  

 

Some other key interests that emerged in terms of diversification of production for wholesale markets: 

 Interest in crop planning to avoid duplication and to address particular gaps of supply 

 Aggregation as a potential for addressing quantity and consistency challenges 

 Concerns about the barrier that GAP presents primarily from the perspective of adding a cost for 

an undefined benefit 

 

Farmers were asked to share their perspectives on what is needed generally in the region to support the 

development of a local food system. The discussions were thorough and thoughtful. This diagram 

illustrates the key needs that the farmers have collectively identified in the focus groups to date. This 

diagram may change as we conduct more focus groups.     
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POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS:  

 In summary, the two focus groups provided valuable information about farming in the Capital Region on 

a range of questions associated with increasing production and availability of local food for local use. 

They provided in-depth information across both topics. A specific report is being produced that will 

summarize the findings in more detail.  It has not been released as it is requires the addition of 

information for the Saltspring Island Focus Group to be held after the growing season.  

 

Some potential next steps include: 

1. Conduct more focus groups in the growing off season to generate in-depth information and 

discussion with a broader group of farmers across the region. These focus groups will explore 

different perspectives, and solidify the depth of information needed for planning.    

2. As the Closing the Supply Gap initiative progresses engage these farmers in more in-depth 

planning of the infrastructure they identified. 
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OUTCOMES AND KEY LEARNINGS FROM FARM SECTOR CAPACITY BUILDING 

 Participating farmers in the region are now more familiar with Canada GAP certification as a 

health and safety protocol.  “While they see the regulations as a necessity they view the 

certification as another cost that will not result in higher prices for their crops” (REICHERT, 

Farmer Focus Group Report 2018). 

 There was strong consensus among the participating farmers about the need for shared 

infrastructure in the region that will support farm production and marketing (REICHERT, Farmer 

Focus Group Report 2018). 

 “For the most part, the various perspectives from the focus groups on diversifying markets 

shared a tentativeness about the benefits that would accrue to their individual farm businesses. 

In addition the cost associated with increasing production (on farm infrastructure, equipment 

and additional supplies and labour) is the sole responsibility of the farm business” (REICHERT, 

Farmer Focus Group Report 2018). 

 Grow to order contracts are for future crop that is sold before planting.  Post harvest marketing 

could be eliminated and some of the risk to the farm is reduced.  “The nature of the contract is 

the key concern. Regardless of whether the farmer was amenable to contracting or less likely to 

contract, it is essential that contracts be based on a relationship and trust” (REICHERT, Farmer 

Focus Group Report 2018). 

 The focus groups provided valuable information about farming in the Capital Region on a range 

of questions associated with increasing production and availability of local food for local use. 

They provided in-depth information across both topics.  Focus groups proved to be a valuable 

tool to understand farmers’ concerns and requirements to increase the supply of local produce. 

 

C)  AGGREGATION AND DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS UNDERWAY 

Aggregation, storage and distribution facilities have been identified consistently as an essential 

requirement to increase production for wholesale distribution.  In the 2018 growing season the Closing 

the Supply Gap Project planned to work with a GAP certified single farm operator on an exploratory pilot 

to aggregate and distribute produce from smaller farms for sale into the larger wholesale markets.  

While much of the groundwork has been laid more work needs to be done in exploring possibilities for 

this pilot.  Currently the Leadership group has identified this as an important area for feasibility and 

there is strong commitment to exploring a pilot project based on contractual buying of aggregated 

product possible in the future.   

Aggregation and distribution infrastructure has been identified by all sectors as essential to an 

integrated food system.   Within the Capital Region there are a number of opportunities focused on 

building infrastructure to aggregate, store, distribute and process produce grown in the region.  Closing 

the Supply Gap brings this information to the table.   This includes the possibility of continuing to 
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working with a single farm distributor working to aggregate produce from small farms and sell into the 

larger markets.   

Local entrepreneurs and businesses involved in the food sector are important players in evolving the 

local food system.  An example is Ty James of West Coast Microgreens who is working on a business 

plan for the South Island Processing Center.  This light processing facility for the region would use local 

produce for the local market and also provide value added food products for the global food system. On 

Salt Spring Island there are two innovative projects of note.   Burgoyne Valley Community Farm is a fully 

operational community farm with combined community food production, new farmer training and 

research capacity. The Root is the first comprehensive food centre in the region; its plans include the 

largest local food focused processing kitchen in the Capital Region, food production demonstrations and 

research related to climate action. In the municipality of Esquimalt there are two  warehouses on 

Viewfield Road owned by the CRD and leased to a local food processor and two non profits working on 

food re distribution.   The Food Rescue Project is housed in one warehouse and addresses the ever-

growing issues of food insecurity and hunger in the Capital Region by directing high-quality, fresh food 

donated by Thrifty Food Stores and other retailers to low income people and families.  The second 

warehouse facility houses a local processor and LifeCycles Project Society.   Lifecycles focuses on food 

literacy and gleaning.  They are best known in the community for their Fruit Tree Project which works 

with homeowners to pick and redistribute fruit that would otherwise go to waste.  This hub of food 

activity in Esquimalt which houses a number of underutilized coolers as well as loading docks and other 

infrastructure essential to aggregation and distribution is well situated to serve urban retailers and 

institutions.   

 

GROWING DEMAND COULD FUEL AGGREGATION INITIATIVES:   

 Vancouver Island has strong customer loyalty to Island grown food and retailers here are demonstrating 

a commitment to purchasing Island products (Future of Regulated Marketing on Vancouver Island—

Supervisory Review BC Vegetable Marketing Commission). This indicates an opportunity to market and 

brand Vancouver Island produce.  The recent Island Good Initiative is an indicator of this interest 

(http://viea.ca/island-good-major-vancouver-island-food-retail-competitors-collaborate-for-viea-pilot-

project-success/). 

The cost of land here compared to the mainland is also seen as an opportunity (Future of Regulated 

Marketing on Vancouver Island—Supervisory Review BC Vegetable Marketing Commission).  The longer 

growing season on Vancouver Island is another opportunity.  The Closing Supply Gap Project researchers 

have heard anecdotally and through the CRFAIR Fresh and Local Study 2015 that grocery chains and care 

homes on the Island are looking to purchase beyond the regulated products. This is very good news for 

all farmers in the region.  There is also a willingness to look at contract growing. 
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Within the Capital Region there are a number of small grocers and grocery chains that base their 

marketing strategy on providing local produce to the community.  In addition there are a number of 

institutional purchasers serving the assisted living residences that are interested in buying local and see 

branding with local food as an important part of their marketing strategy.   There are a few local farms 

involved that supply a number of the basic crops such as carrots, cabbage, beets, squash and lettuce 

into this market through the Island Vegetable Co-operative.  These are GAP certified products and as 

such all farms are GAP certified.  The products can be accessed directly by larger purchasers and by 

smaller purchasers through produce and distribution center.  There are also examples of some smaller 

farmers working to aggregate their supply through businesses such as Saanich Organics and Haliburton 

Farm.  In recent exploratory conversations we found the institutional purchaser is also looking for 

variety beyond the “meat and potatoes” menu and sees niche products from local sources as the prime 

area for local produce expansion.  Patti pan squash, corn, melons, specialty tomatoes and different 

types of greens are examples in this niche category.  The volumes required in the institutional setting 

are often far greater than volumes in the retail market. With staffing shortages and increasing labour 

costs, high quality washed and cut vegetables would also be valued.  One chef suggested having 

someone else do the liaison work with the farms would be an ideal scenario or a web platform that 

would let the chef know everything that is available each week.   

In the retail sector beyond fresh produce sales there is interest in a number of lightly processed 

products.  There is some demand by home consumers and consumers in residential settings for local 

produce.  While interest from purchasers is evident the lack of light processing facilities, storage for 

frozen product and aggregation infrastructure are barriers to farmers diversifying into this market.  

Health and safety certification required by the purchasers can also be a barrier to accessing the 

institutional market.  Large international retailers also require these certifications.  Some farmers are 

marketing to some small retailers with each individual farmer negotiating and delivering product.  Some 

institutional chefs   and produce managers in the region purchase from many farmers to plan for crop 

requirements, and to receive and invoice purchases. (CRFAIR Fresh and Local Study 2015) In a more 

systematic local food system efficiencies might be gained at every level if purchase requirements were 

collated and farmers worked together to grow to these needs.   

In summary, there are a number of initiatives underway in the region that try to address the challenge 

of many small farms with small supply and little infrastructure, and their ability to supply the retail and 

institutional market.  Whatever responses emerge, they will need to be considered within the Canada 

Gap and other certification regimes.  It seems that there is sufficient evidence to justify the investment 

and that there are currently feasibility studies being conducted.  It will be important to watch initiatives 

like The Root on Salt Spring to see how they impact the local food economy.  It will also be important for 

the Leadership Group to consider the community investment in current existing single farm aggregators, 

cooperative initiatives or private sector new facility development. 

The increase in demand and interest in local produce from the larger purchasers supports the steps that 

the Leadership Group has identified as part of their feasibility.  More information about existing local 

aggregators and online marketing option for wholesale delivery or marketing might also prove useful at 

the leadership table  
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D)  REGULATORY CHALLENGES AND POTENTIAL GROUP CERTIFICATION 

APPROACHES 

In looking at the ability of farms in our region to access wholesale markets there needs to be a better 

understand of the regulatory regimes that govern these markets.  How might small farms be able to 

comply given their scale and for the most part low income?  Closing the Supply Gap gathered 

information on Good Agricultural Products (GAP) Group Options to determine if it would be a useful tool 

for small farmers accessing the wholesale markets.   

CanadaGAP® is a food safety program for companies that produce, handle and broker fruits and 

vegetables. These standards have received full Canadian Government recognition and meet or exceed 

international standards.  The 2016 census indicates 97% of farms in the Capital Region sell direct to the 

consumer through markets, farm stands, and box programs.  Only 3% sell into the wholesale markets.  

(Statistics Canada, 2016).  The region’s farms would most likely need to aggregate their produce to sell 

into this market.  In this scenario working as a group to certify could make sense.   

One of the barriers identified by farmers in our various engagement activities is the cost of health and 

safety certifications required by wholesale purchasers.  There are a number of types of regulatory 

regimes that apply to produce.  The closest to home are the BC Vegetable Marketing Commission and 

Canada GAP. 

“BC Vegetable Marketing Commission’s purpose is to provide for orderly marketing in the vegetable 

industry. It is directed by an appointed Chair and vegetable producers elected democratically by their 

fellow producers (http://www.bcveg.com/). This is setup to feed into the global food distribution system 

as it has no do you mean requirements for food to remain in the region in which it is grown.   

The regulated components both organic and conventional are:  

 greenhouse vegetable crops including beefsteak tomatoes, tomatoes-on-the-vine, peppers and 

cucumbers;  

 processing vegetable crops including peas, beans, corn, broccoli, brussels sprouts, cauliflower, 

cole crops, and strawberries;  

 and storage crops including potatoes, carrots, rutabagas and others” (http://www.bcveg.com/). 

Registered producers organizations are licensed to produce regulated amounts of specified products 

(quota) and wholesalers are licensed to distribute the produce.  The Island Vegetable Co-operative as a 

licensed distributor in the Capital Region distributes for the member farms holding quota for the 

following authorize products: Beets (tops off), Green Cabbage, Red Cabbage, Carrots (tops off), Yellow 

Onions, Parsnips, Potatoes, Rutabagas, White Turnips, Greenhouse Tomatoes, Greenhouse Cucumbers; 

Greenhouse Peppers. This allows them to sell their product first into the market place through the 

wholesale channels that are licensed through the Marketing Board.  Co-op members grow in the Capital 

Region and on mainland British Columbia.  Other fresh-market vegetables are mostly unregulated in 

B.C. This includes sweet corn, cole crops (e.g., broccoli), cucurbits (e.g., squash) and leafy vegetables.   

http://www.bcveg.com/
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 BC Vegetable Marketing Commission in 2016 issued a report that shows Vancouver Island has strong 

customer loyalty to Island grown food and that the retailers here are committed to purchasing Island 

products.  This indicates an opportunity to market and brand Vancouver Island produce and for their 

purposes to grow more regulated products (Future of Regulated Marketing on Vancouver Island—

Supervisory Review BC Vegetable Marketing Commission). The Closing Supply Gap Project has heard 

that some grocery chains and care homes on the Island are looking to purchase beyond the regulated 

products so this is very good news for all farmers in the region.  Larger growers with quotas from the 

Marketing Commission are distributing through the licensed distributors.  Quotas provide guarantees 

that the distributors will sell the quota holders crop first and as such are of considerable value to the 

farmers.  This system also ensures that all crop types are grown and that prices are stable as over 

abundance is less likely.  This crop planning is beneficial to both the producer and the purchaser.  This 

system very recently is beginning to include certified organic crops.     

 

We also rely heavily on the Canada Gap Certification to ensure health and safety on farms and through 

the food processing and distribution chain.  While CanadaGAP® certification is not legislated by the 

government many large retailers and institutions are requiring it from their suppliers.   There are 

different types of CanadaGAP® certifications depending on the type of operation and approach that the 

operator chooses.   

On Vancouver Island there are 12 Canada Gap Certified producers.  Each of the farms has on farm 

infrastructure for washing, packing and delivery and sells into the wholesale market through distributors 

without infrastructure.  They are individually certified using Option C (individual certification).    This 

involves annual external audits.  Each external audit costs between $500 and $1000 plus travel expenses 

for the external auditors.   

Both Group GAP options, Option B and Option A3 use internal audits to replace some of the annual 

audit requirements making them less costly than individual certification.  There is also a group rate for 

annual program fees.  In the case of the group certification there are additional costs to engage a 

qualified Group Management System Internal Auditor to perform an annual internal audit using the 

CanadaGAP® Group Management System Checklist.  In practical terms this is often an employee of the 

company holding the Group Gap certification who is trained in this process.  Option B requires internal 

audits on an annual basis. Option A3 combines Group Certification with elements of the four-year 

internal audit cycle.  With costs a barrier for farmers Option A3 participants can expect that costs will 

be approximately one-third of Option B costs.     

In Option B there is more responsibility on the individual farm and less expense and responsibility for 

the business holding the group certification.  Option B requires annual audits of each farm two be GFSI 

certified for export.  This is not a factor for local food sold in the region.    

In Canada there are only two Canadian companies using the Group Gap Option both of which reside in 

British Columbia.  One of these Berryhill Foods Inc. has been certified by NSF-GFTC (external certifier) for 

its Group Management System of blueberry and raspberry producers under the CanadaGAP® program 
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Option A3.  All of the 100 berry suppliers are required to follow an on-farm food safety program.  Option 

A3 combines Group Certification with elements of the four-year audit cycle.  Each year the Group audits 

all new members and 25% of the other members.  The internal auditor for Berryhill is an employee and 

it is estimated to be a half time position.  In the Berryhill Farms example many of the 100 member farms 

are small scale producers.   

There is excellent documentation provided on the Canada Gap site for Group Gap management.  

(CanadaGAP-Program-Management-Manual-v7.1-2018-COMPONENT-3(2).pdf)   This includes 

requirements for internal audits and self audits.  There is flexibility in the GAP context to allow some self 

determination around corrective measures for members that fall out of compliance.  There is also 

flexibility for the smaller farms to have a GAP certified crop and different multiple direct sales crops that 

are not audited.  

 

More education on the benefits of GAP certification around the financial benefits is needed.   A Group 

can grow into the 75 member most efficient model by adding up to 10% more members over the course 

of a year without triggering a costly audit of the Group management System.  How would this look 

financially for each farmer and the central group?  The current work at the Wallace Center in the USA is 

focused on assisting small farms to increase production and is  “ researching and producing a set of 

promotional features to help tell the story of the GroupGAP food safety program and its role in 

connecting local farmers to wholesale markets. “ William Gray Senior Program Associate, Wallace Center at 

Winrock International | www.winrock.org | www.wallacecenter.org    It is felt this marketing approach will 

increase the understanding in the farm community of GAP standards and how the certification can be of 

value to the business of farming. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Group Gap option is a more economical option and suitable to the smaller mixed farm production of our 

region.  In the Group GAP scenario the responsibility of the central farm or distributor holding the 

certification is greatly increased.  GAP certification is a requirement of the produce purchasers.  From an 

insurance perspective there can be a cost savings to purchasers on premiums if GAP certification is in 

place.  There does however at the moment seem to be some flexibility on this issue on the part of the 

purchasers who indicate to farmers that GAP certification is a requirement.  This might include providing 

other documentation for safety and traceability and/or showing you are working towards GAP 

certification.  Other purchasers require that the farm has insurance to cover any future law suits. 

In this scenario where certifying to increasing production without distribution capacity is problematic we 

could consider options other than building expensive infrastructure to encourage producers to begin to 

diversify into the wholesale market.  With the current conditions of high demand and some willingness 

to purchase while in the process of moving towards GAP certification, we need innovators from both the 

financial, producer and the purchasing sectors to meet the challenge, take a chance and make it happen.  

http://www.winrock.org/
http://www.wallacecenter.org/
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NEXT STEPS 

A) SHARING OF INFORMATION ON GROUP GAP COSTS/BENEFITS WITH THE FARMING 

COMMUNITY  

B) FURTHER DISCUSSION AND FOCUS GROUPS WITH FARMERS  

C) TRAINING AS NEEDED 

 

These next steps with regard to Group Gap support the Leadership Group next steps and are in 

alignment with focus groups findings. 

 Investigate how an aggregation model might work with the health and safety regulatory 

regimes in place (regulated product, unregulated product, Canada Group Gap).   

 Investigate how internal audits and administrative costs of the central Group Gap Management 

are handled.   

 Investigate financial support for on farm infrastructure requirements of CanadaGAP®, 

fixtures and equipment required to scale up and what existing infrastructure might be 

share to start building the business.   

 Assess off farm storage and delivery possibilities and on farm capacity to trial virtual distribution 

 

5 CREATING THE SHIFT 

The expected outcome of the Closing the Supply Gap Project initiative is a “shift” in our food system that 

strengthens local food relative to global food and contributes to community sustainability in a changing 

environment.   An incubation time is required to transform into a place based food system that will 

produce local food for local consumption in a way that enhances the whole community and strengthens 

all the businesses and organisations involved.  Each step forward will bring a range of responses that 

require analysis by the Leadership Group.  Priority areas will emerge as the initiative moves forward.  

Group GAP was initially seen as a possible means to allow the small farms in our region to feed into the 

GAP certified single farm aggregator.  The member farms would need to become GAP certified as the 

distribution infrastructure was certified.  With a key factor in the success of the group GAP model being 

trust this process requires time to build the relationships required for success.   In the movement 

towards the creation of a values based community food system where relationships and trust are touch 

stones the potential for the successful integration of the Group GAP protocol is high.  This research 

showed that many farms find they are already in compliance with GAP though not certified.  The 

participants in the farmer focus groups indicated that they were indeed already meeting the majority of 
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the health and safety requirements.  We also heard from farmers that the cost of GAP certification was a 

barrier and Group GAP does mitigate those costs.  Another producer risk that needs to be addressed is  

the cost associated with increasing production (on farm infrastructure, equipment and additional 

supplies and labour) that currently  is the sole responsibility of the farm business (REICHERT, Farmer 

Focus Group Report 2018). 
 

Participating farmers were also clear that share infrastructure was important.  With shared 

infrastructure, Group GAP and shared marketing make good sense.   A central GAP Management group 

could also arrange contracts with purchasers for specified produce items and amounts.  Farmers could 

determine what they would grow.   The pressure to produce and meet deadlines is shared.  The 

marketing of the produce would be done through the business holding the certification so individual 

marketing cost would be reduce.  Crop planning would ensure higher prices as seasonal gluts would be 

minimized. While all the financial benefits of Group Gap might not be seen in the early stages, working 

as a group towards a number of relational contracts with all the identified benefits could grow the farms 

and grow the interest and make Canada GAP certification leading to diversified markets a viable 

business option for small farms. 

In 2018 a dozen farms on Vancouver Island are individually GAP certified and do sell collectively into the 

wholesale market through the Island Vegetable Co-operative in the Capital Region and Vancouver Island 

Farm Products in the Comox Valley .  Both these businesses focus on marketing and delivery co-

ordination with all infrastructure capacity on the individual farms.  There is no centralized 

infrastructure.  Red Tomato a Massachusetts based food hub (https:/www.redtomato.org/) is a virtual 

food hub that uses their delivery company’s loading docks to sort orders coming in from the farm onto 

pallets for delivery to the individual institutions.  In this model the delivery is also the responsibility of 

the central hub.  The Farmer Focus Group participants were very clear that there was a strong interest in 

shared infrastructure (REICHERT, Focus Group Report 2018). How do we get from zero infrastructure to 

expensive shared facilities?  Online solutions might be an option to bridge this gap allowing us to build 

the business relations as we determine and build infrastructure needs.   However building hard 

infrastructure is extremely costly and takes time.  Investigating the possibilities offered by online 

distribution might be worthy of consideration as a means to begin the process of increasing production.   

Addressing the supply gap requires that local farmers have the capacity to increase production including 

the development of both soft and hard infrastructure. It also requires working through the issues 

associated with scale-appropriate health and food safety protocols.  Determining the right infrastructure 

constellation essential to a healthy system is key.  Creating relational contracts that are beneficial to all 

parties is an important driver.  While this is no small task it is important to note that  the Leadership 

Group, the local farmer participants  and the Group Gap study all cite the values of trust and 

relationship as key in the creation of a new food system for our region.  This congruence of thought 

bodes well as a base for success.   

https://www.redtomato.org/
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The development of the Leadership Group as a collaborative practice involving people from across the 

food sector, with a high level overview has the capacity and expertise to create a systematic local food 

economy in our region through building the relationships essential to success.  In the next phase our 

work will be to support the Leadership Group to develop a feasibility study of priority interventions 

within the different yet inter-related food system components.   

 

                                                      


