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I. Executive Summary 

 

Canada's rural, remote, coastal, and Indigenous communities face a profound and 
persistent crisis of food insecurity, marked by alarmingly high rates that far exceed 
the national average. This critical situation is exacerbated by a centralized, costly, and 
inherently fragile food supply chain that dispatches locally harvested resources away 
for processing, only to ship them back through complex and expensive logistical 
networks. The existing paradigm not only inflates food costs but also undermines 
community health, cultural practices, and local economies, perpetuating a cycle of 
dependency and disadvantage. 

This report delves into a transformative alternative: the localization of food systems, 
encompassing production, processing, product development, and cold storage, 
directly within the communities and among the people engaged in harvesting and 
cultivation. Such a shift is more than a logistical adjustment; it represents a holistic 
pathway to achieving genuine food security and sovereignty. By empowering farmers, 
fishers, and local producers to create food for their own communities, a multitude of 
benefits can be realized. Economically, it promises job creation, wealth retention, and 
diversified local economies. Socially and culturally, it fosters enhanced well-being, 
revitalizes traditional practices, and strengthens community bonds. Environmentally, it 
promotes sustainable practices and builds resilience against the escalating impacts of 
climate change. 

The evidence presented herein underscores that a deliberate and sustained shift 
towards place-based food production and development is not merely an aspirational 
goal but an urgent necessity. It requires strategic policy interventions, substantial 
infrastructure investment, and a commitment to collaborative governance rooted in 
Indigenous self-determination. Realizing this potential offers a comprehensive 



solution to a systemic crisis, paving the way for a more equitable, resilient, and 
sustainable food future for all Canadians. 

 

II. The Current Landscape: Challenges in Remote and Indigenous 
Food Access 

 

 

Prevalence of Food Insecurity: A Systemic Crisis 

 

Food insecurity in Canada's remote, coastal, and Indigenous communities represents 
a systemic crisis, with rates dramatically higher than the national average. Indigenous 
peoples in Canada experience some of the worst food insecurity rates among 
developed nations, a situation demanding immediate and comprehensive action to 
avert a deepening health and human rights emergency.1 Statistics reveal that 
approximately 51% of First Nations households grapple with food insecurity, a figure 
that escalates to 63% for Inuit in Nunavut, 65% for First Nations communities without 
all-season road access, and 60% for Alberta First Nations.1 These figures are stark 
when compared to the national average of 12.7%.2 Indeed, Indigenous households are 
between two to six times more likely to experience food insecurity than other 
Canadian households.4 

The severity of this issue is particularly pronounced in the North. Nunavut, largely 
populated by Indigenous communities, consistently exhibits alarming rates of food 
insecurity, reporting 57% between 2017-2018, a figure echoed by Food Banks Canada 
as more than quadruple the national average.2 Similarly, the Northwest Territories and 
Yukon face high prevalence rates, at 21.7% and 17% respectively.2 

It is crucial to acknowledge that these statistics, as dire as they appear, likely 
understate the true scope of the problem. National surveys, such as the Canadian 
Community Health Survey (CCHS) and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS), often 
exclude or underrepresent Indigenous communities, particularly those residing 
on-reserve and in remote Northern areas.5 This methodological limitation means that 
the official data, while indicating a severe problem, may not fully capture the extent of 
food deprivation. The challenge is therefore more widespread and severe than 



publicly acknowledged, making it difficult to accurately track, fund, and address 
effectively. This lack of comprehensive data hinders targeted policy development and 
resource allocation, thereby perpetuating the issue and potentially leading to 
misdirected interventions. 

 

Exorbitant Costs and Supply Chain Fragility: A Vulnerable Dependency 

 

The current food supply chain for remote and Indigenous communities is 
characterized by exorbitant costs and inherent fragility, creating a cycle of 
vulnerability. Transportation expenses alone can be astronomical. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the cost of shipping a single pallet of food to remote northern 
Ontario communities surged by an astounding 400%, escalating from $200 to 
$1,000.6 A mere 230-kilometer air trip to the Mishkeegogamang Ojibway First Nation 
could exceed $3,000.6 As a general rule, food items in remote communities are 1.5 
times, or even more, expensive than in urban centers; a $10 item in a city can cost 
$25-$30 in these isolated areas.6 Specific examples illustrate this daily burden: a 
1.5-liter jug of orange juice can cost three times more than in Toronto or Edmonton, a 
single potato can be a dollar, and a case of water bottles, critically needed in 
communities under boil water advisories, can cost $15.6 In Iqaluit, the cost to feed a 
family of four reached $1,721.56, nearly double the $868 expense in Ottawa.2 

This situation is compounded by broader economic pressures. The Consumer Price 
Index (CPI) reached a 40-year high in 2022 at 6.8%, followed by a 3.9% increase in 
2023, placing immense strain on household budgets for essential goods, including 
food.7 Global food systems have repeatedly demonstrated their fragility, with recent 
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, international conflicts, and natural disasters 
exposing vulnerabilities that lead to supply chain disruptions, food shortages, and 
inflation.8 The pervasive lack of adequate logistics, proper infrastructure, and reliable 
transportation networks in Canada's North significantly contributes to these 
disproportionate levels of food insecurity.2 

The current supply chain creates a "logistical poverty trap" where geographic 
isolation and inadequate infrastructure, such as the absence of all-season roads and 
reliance on costly air transport, drive up the price of essential goods. This dynamic 
forces communities into a cycle of dependency on external, fragile, and expensive 
supply lines, diverting scarce household income from other necessities and 
perpetuating economic hardship. Addressing this requires recognizing that 



infrastructure development is not merely about convenience but is a fundamental 
component of economic justice and equitable food access. 

Furthermore, climate change acts as a significant multiplier of food insecurity and 
supply chain risk. It directly impacts traditional food systems, leading to dwindling 
wildlife populations, imposing hunting restrictions, and increasing costs for hunters 
due to altered travel routes and concerns about food quality (e.g., worms in fish, 
exposure to pollutants).3 These cumulative environmental impacts, alongside industrial 
influences and the encroachment on traditional lands, have intensified food insecurity 
and diminished food sovereignty.2 Climate change is therefore not solely an 
environmental concern; it is an accelerating driver of food insecurity in remote and 
Indigenous communities. It undermines both traditional and market food systems, 
increasing costs and reducing availability, making existing supply chains even more 
precarious. This necessitates the integration of climate adaptation strategies directly 
within food systems, emphasizing local control and traditional knowledge as crucial 
mechanisms for building resilience. 

Table 2: Illustrative Examples of High Food Costs in Remote Communities 

 
Item/Service Pre-Pandemic 

Cost (Approx.) 
During/Post-Pan
demic Cost 
(Approx.) 

City Comparison 
(Approx.) 

Source 

Shipping a pallet 
of food 
(Northern ON) 

$200 $1,000 (400% 
increase) 

N/A 6 

Air trip (230 km, 
Sioux Lookout to 
Mishkeegogama
ng Ojibway First 
Nation) 

N/A Over $3,000 N/A 6 

General food 
item (e.g., $10 in 
city) 

N/A $25-$30 (1.5x or 
more higher) 

$10 6 

1.5L Orange 
Juice 

N/A 3x more than 
Toronto/Edmont
on 

N/A 6 



Single Potato N/A $1 N/A 6 

Case of Water 
Bottles 

N/A $15 N/A 6 

Cost to feed a 
family of four 
(Iqaluit) 

N/A $1,721.56 $868 (Ottawa) 2 

 

Colonial Legacies and Systemic Barriers: Roots of Dispossession 

 

The current food insecurity crisis in Indigenous communities is deeply rooted in 
colonial legacies and systemic barriers that have historically dispossessed and 
marginalized these populations. A pervasive issue is the "resource curse," or "paradox 
of plenty," where resource extraction in Indigenous territories frequently leads to 
negative economic, environmental, health, and socio-cultural impacts, without 
providing permanent road access or long-term jobs.1 This phenomenon is starkly 
evident in Alberta's First Nations, which despite being rich in pipelines and extractive 
industries, report some of the highest food insecurity rates in the country.1 This 
reveals a profound paradox: communities abundant in natural resources are rendered 
poorer and more food-insecure by their extraction. This is largely due to colonial 
structures that dispossess Indigenous peoples and deny them equitable control and 
benefits from their own lands and resources. This suggests that economic 
development models imposed from outside, without Indigenous self-determination, 
are inherently flawed and exacerbate existing problems rather than solving them, 
thereby necessitating a fundamental shift from extractive economies to place-based, 
community-controlled development. 

Systemic racism and colonial policies have profoundly influenced employment rates, 
wages, and benefits within Indigenous communities. This has led to higher levels of 
precarious employment, lower median incomes, and reduced educational attainment 
compared to mainstream Canadian populations.4 Policies of assimilation and 
industrialization forcibly dispossessed Indigenous communities of their traditional 
lands, rupturing their deep metabolic relationships with the environment and severely 
impacting their traditional food systems.4 The Federal Crown's trusteeship over First 
Nations' land and resources has historically resulted in inequitable planning control, 
inadequate infrastructure, and limited services, with 122 First Nation communities still 



lacking all-season access roads.1 Furthermore, stringent legislation and regulations, 
coupled with the denial of traditional hunting, fishing, or trapping rights across treaty 
or territorial lands, further restrict access to traditional food sources and contribute to 
food insecurity.11 Indigenous producers continue to contend with a long legacy of land 
theft and the disruption of traditional foodways.9 Historically, treaties often 
established "reserve" lands that were unsuitable for agriculture, forcing reliance on 
government rations and initiating a cycle of food insecurity.12 

A critical consequence of these colonial policies has been the erosion of traditional 
knowledge. Forced assimilation through Indian Residential Schools and public 
education systems led to a severe breakdown in the intergenerational transmission of 
Indigenous food-related knowledge, wisdom, and values.13 This loss of knowledge and 
skills related to the preparation and acquisition of hunted foods has directly 
undermined self-sufficiency and traditional food practices.3 The deliberate disruption 
of Indigenous knowledge systems is not merely a cultural loss; it is a practical barrier 
to food security, as it disconnects communities from resilient, local food sources and 
traditional harvesting practices. Rebuilding food security therefore necessitates active 
efforts to revitalize traditional knowledge and intergenerational learning, recognizing 
these as critical components of food system resilience. 

 

Limited Infrastructure: A Bottleneck to Self-Sufficiency 

 

The pervasive lack of adequate infrastructure in remote, rural, and Indigenous 
communities acts as a significant bottleneck to achieving food self-sufficiency and 
security. Most Indigenous communities notably lack essential food infrastructure, a 
deficit often paralleled by the absence of hospitals and post-secondary education 
facilities.1 In many remote areas, proper food stores are non-existent, forcing 
residents to rely on convenience stores or gas stations that offer less nutritious foods 
at inflated prices.3 The fragility of existing infrastructure was starkly exposed during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, when weak storage systems exacerbated food shortages.3 

Beyond community-level facilities, Canada generally suffers from underinvestment in 
its physical and digital infrastructure, which directly impedes the efficient transport of 
goods across the country.15 Consequently, local food systems currently lack the 
necessary infrastructure and supply capacity to meet increasing demand.16 The 
pervasive lack of essential infrastructure—including roads, food storage, and 
processing facilities—in remote and Indigenous communities is not accidental. It is a 



direct consequence of historical and ongoing systemic disinvestment and inequitable 
planning. This deficit makes it impossible for local food systems to scale and thrive, 
perpetuating dependency on external, costly, and fragile supply chains. Addressing 
food insecurity therefore requires a significant, targeted, and sustained investment in 
community-controlled infrastructure, understood as a form of reparative justice and 
foundational economic development. 

 

III. The Value Proposition: Why Localizing Food Systems Matters 

 

Localizing food systems within rural, remote, coastal, and Indigenous communities 
offers a comprehensive and transformative value proposition that extends far beyond 
mere food provision. It is a pathway to enhanced food security, improved health, 
cultural revitalization, environmental stewardship, and strengthened community 
bonds. 

 

Defining Food Sovereignty: A Rights-Based Framework 

 

At the heart of localized food systems lies the concept of food sovereignty, a 
powerful, rights-based framework that redefines the relationship between people, 
food, and the environment. Food sovereignty is fundamentally defined as "the right of 
Peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and 
agriculture systems".17 This definition places producers and democratic 
decision-making at the core of food systems, asserting that food is a fundamental 
right and a public good, rather than simply a commodity to be traded for profit.17 It 
champions local, sustainable agriculture, enabling communities to prioritize their 
unique nutritional needs, cultural knowledge, and environmental conditions.18 

Indigenous perspectives have enriched this framework, adding a seventh pillar: "Food 
is sacred," emphasizing its profound spiritual and cultural significance.17 For Tribal 
Nations, food sovereignty encompasses the inherent right to control their entire food 
systems, from cultivation and harvesting to production and distribution.19 This 
emphasis on control is crucial, as Indigenous food sovereignty represents a vital 



reconnection to land-based food and political systems, addressing the profound 
disconnected state often caused by colonization.13 It is considered a necessary 
precondition for achieving food security for Indigenous Peoples and Northerners in 
Canada.3 

This understanding highlights that food sovereignty is not merely an agricultural or 
nutritional concept; it is a powerful framework for decolonization and the practical 
exercise of Indigenous self-determination. By reclaiming control over their food 
systems, communities are simultaneously revitalizing cultural practices, asserting land 
rights, and rebuilding governance structures that were disrupted by colonialism. This 
implies that supporting localized food systems in Indigenous communities is a direct 
act of reconciliation and empowerment, addressing historical injustices through 
tangible, community-led initiatives. 

 

Enhancing Food Security: Stability and Access 

 

Localized food systems are instrumental in enhancing food security by fostering 
stability and improving access to nutritious food. These systems are inherently more 
resilient to global market fluctuations and external crises, ensuring a more consistent 
and stable food supply throughout the year.18 This localized approach significantly 
reduces dependency on external inputs and distant supply chains, which have 
repeatedly proven vulnerable to disruptions from pandemics, conflicts, and natural 
disasters.8 

The shift to localized food systems represents a fundamental move from a reactive, 
crisis-response model to a proactive, systemic resilience-building approach. By 
internalizing production, processing, and distribution, communities reduce their 
vulnerability to external shocks, climate change impacts, and market volatility, thereby 
creating a more stable and predictable food environment. This long-term investment 
in self-sufficiency is demonstrably more effective and sustainable than continuous 
reliance on external aid. 

Practical examples illustrate this benefit. Community gardens and greenhouses 
provide direct alternatives to expensive imported foods, supplementing traditional 
diets and offering fresh, reasonably priced local produce, with reported price 
reductions of 50-70% in places like Naujaat.3 Initiatives such as Rocket Greens in 
Churchill, Manitoba, demonstrate how innovative local production, like hydroponics, 



can provide a stable supply of fresh, nutritious produce year-round in isolated 
locations, significantly reducing reliance on costly external sources.21 Furthermore, 
government programs like the Local Food Infrastructure Fund (LFIF) have proven 
effective in increasing the capacity of community organizations to grow, store, and 
distribute healthy food, leading to improved availability, volume, and number of clients 
served.22 The reopening of traditional fishing grounds for the Chipewyan Prairie Dene 
First Nation, for instance, directly improved access to a healthy food source and 
enhanced food security for the community.2 

 

Health and Well-being: Beyond Mere Sustenance 

 

The implications of food insecurity extend far beyond mere caloric deficiency, directly 
impacting the health and well-being of individuals and communities. Food insecurity is 
directly linked to severe health outcomes, including shorter life expectancy and 
significantly higher rates of physical and mental illnesses. For instance, Indigenous 
populations experience four times the incidence of diabetes compared to 
non-Indigenous Canadians.1 

In stark contrast, Indigenous foods are recognized for their profound ability to 
enhance health and food security, being inherently tailored to specific dietary needs 
and cultural preferences.19 Traditional foods are often regarded as "medicine," 
providing not only physical nourishment but also contributing to mental, emotional, 
and spiritual well-being. Consuming traditional foods is fundamentally perceived as a 
healing act.23 Access to a diverse range of fresh, locally grown foods through food 
sovereignty initiatives demonstrably leads to improved nutrition.18 Moreover, the 
stronger connection to cultural heritage and the environment, fostered by local food 
systems, contributes to improved overall mental and physical well-being.18 Community 
kitchens, as shared spaces for cooking and learning, play a vital role in improving food 
security, increasing nutrition knowledge, and positively impacting mental health by 
reducing isolation and fostering social support.24 

This perspective highlights that food insecurity is a public health crisis, and localized 
food systems, particularly those incorporating traditional Indigenous foods, offer a 
powerful approach where food acts as a "prescription for holistic health." Investing in 
these systems is a cost-effective public health intervention that addresses chronic 
disease, mental health, and overall well-being in a culturally relevant manner, moving 
beyond a purely caloric view of food to one that encompasses physical, mental, 



emotional, and spiritual health. 

 

Cultural Revitalization and Knowledge Transfer: Reconnecting with Heritage 

 

Localized food systems serve as powerful catalysts for cultural revitalization and the 
essential transfer of intergenerational knowledge, reconnecting communities with 
their rich heritage. Indigenous food sovereignty actively works to revitalize traditional 
food practices that were severely disrupted by colonization.20 Traditional foods are not 
merely sustenance; they are integral to cultural identity, serving as a source of history, 
a brand, and a profound cultural symbol.26 Reconnecting to land-based food systems 
is crucial for addressing historical social and environmental injustices and for 
rebuilding holistic community well-being.13 Traditional food systems ensure cultural 
continuity, strengthen community bonds, and align with seasonal celebration cycles, 
thereby creating and reinforcing the rhythms of community life.27 

Within these systems, intergenerational knowledge transfer occurs naturally through 
collective harvesting practices and family teaching opportunities.27 The example of a 
Mohawk seedkeeper illustrates this dynamic, demonstrating how traditional gardens, 
companion planting techniques, and associated rituals facilitate the transmission of 
ancient agricultural knowledge and diverse seeds across generations.14 The reopening 
of traditional fishing grounds for the Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation directly led 
to such intergenerational knowledge transfer, ensuring that future generations would 
possess the understanding and skills to access traditional food sources.2 These 
localized food systems actively foster language preservation, traditional teachings, 
and crucial interaction between youth and elders.23 

This understanding reveals that localized food systems, particularly those rooted in 
Indigenous traditions, function as living cultural archives and dynamic 
intergenerational classrooms. They are not simply about producing food but are vital 
for the transmission of language, stories, rituals, ecological understanding, and 
fundamental community values. Investing in these systems is therefore an investment 
in cultural preservation, revitalization, and the holistic education of future generations, 
directly counteracting the enduring impacts of forced assimilation. 

 

Environmental Stewardship and Climate Resilience: Sustainable Futures 



 

Localized food systems are integral to fostering environmental stewardship and 
building climate resilience, charting a path towards sustainable futures. Indigenous 
food sovereignty inherently promotes sustainability, biodiversity, and conservation.19 
Core to the food sovereignty movement are agroecological practices and a 
philosophy of working in harmony with nature.17 Indigenous peoples have practiced 
innovative farming methods, sophisticated seed saving techniques, and plant 
medicine practices for millennia, demonstrating a deep, time-honored understanding 
of the interconnectedness of all living things within their environment.20 

These local systems significantly reduce the environmental footprint of food 
consumption. By shortening "food miles"—the distance food travels from production 
to consumer—they substantially decrease greenhouse gas emissions, a major 
contributor to climate change.21 Furthermore, local food production often employs 
sustainable farming practices that prioritize soil health and biodiversity, thereby 
contributing to broader environmental conservation efforts.21 

In the face of a changing climate, traditional food systems offer a proven blueprint for 
sustainable agriculture and climate adaptation. Many Indigenous communities are 
actively turning to their ancestral knowledge to adapt to altered growing conditions.27 
Examples such as the ancient Aztec chinampa, or "floating gardens," demonstrate 
highly effective, drought- and flood-resistant agricultural systems that utilize 
significantly less water than traditional irrigation methods.29 The concept of seed 
sovereignty—the right of farmers to breed and exchange diverse open-source 
seeds—is critical for building resilient food systems capable of adapting to climate 
change.17 

This perspective highlights that Indigenous traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is 
not merely historical but offers highly practical and effective solutions for building 
climate-resilient and sustainable food systems in the face of environmental changes. 
This suggests that policy and investment should actively integrate and prioritize TEK, 
moving beyond Western scientific paradigms alone, for more effective and 
contextually appropriate climate adaptation strategies in agriculture. It also 
underscores the importance of protecting Indigenous intellectual property rights over 
traditional seeds and farming methods.27 

 

Strengthening Community Cohesion: Building Social Capital 



 

Beyond the tangible benefits of food and economic development, localized food 
systems are powerful instruments for strengthening community cohesion and building 
social capital. Community food programs actively utilize food as a medium to facilitate 
social connection and reinforce community bonds, creating inclusive and intercultural 
spaces where diverse individuals can interact and share.30 Community kitchens, in 
particular, serve as vibrant hubs that bring people together, fostering a profound 
sense of belonging, encouraging social interaction, and promoting the formation of 
new friendships.25 

The CICS S.A.F.E. Project exemplifies this by specifically aiming to bring different 
racialized communities together to share their culture, experiences, foods, and 
recipes, thereby providing an accessible space for collaboration and mutual 
understanding.30 Networks facilitated by organizations like Food Secure Canada, such 
as the Northern & Remote Food Network and the Indigenous Circle, actively support 
collaboration and information sharing among partners dedicated to advancing food 
security and sovereignty.31 As a Secwepemc Elder wisely noted, "Food will be what 
brings the people together".32 

This demonstrates that beyond addressing hunger, localized food systems are 
powerful tools for building social capital and fostering intercultural dialogue. They 
create inclusive environments where diverse community members can connect, share 
knowledge, and build relationships, thereby strengthening the social fabric and 
promoting mutual understanding. This indicates that investments in local food 
infrastructure yield significant social returns in terms of community well-being and 
reduced social isolation, making them key components of broader community 
development strategies. 

Table 1: Comparative Food Insecurity Rates in Canada 

 
Region/Group Food Insecurity Rate Source Notes 

National Average 
(2018) 

12.7% 3 Based on Statistics 
Canada data for all 
Canadian 
households. 

All First Nations 51% 1 General prevalence 



Households across First Nations. 

First Nations (without 
access roads) 

65% 1 Highlights impact of 
remoteness and 
infrastructure. 

Alberta First Nations 60% 1 High rate despite 
extractive industries 
("resource curse"). 

Inuit in Nunavut 
(2017-2018) 

63% 1, 57% 2 1 Highest rates among 
developed nations, 
quadruple national 
average. 

Northwest Territories 
Households 

21.7% 2 Significantly higher 
than national 
average. 

Yukon Households 17% 2 Higher than national 
average. 

Indigenous 
Households (overall) 

2 to 6 times more 
likely than other 
Canadian households 

4 Emphasizes systemic 
disparity. 

Caveat: On-reserve 
and remote 
communities are 
underrepresented in 
national surveys, 
suggesting actual 
rates are likely higher. 

 5 Official statistics are 
likely underestimates, 
indicating an 
"invisible crisis." 

 

IV. Economic Impact: Driving Local Prosperity 

 

Shifting towards place-based food production and development holds substantial 
economic promise for rural, remote, coastal, and Indigenous communities, fostering 
local prosperity through job creation, wealth retention, and enhanced economic 



resilience. 

 

Job Creation and Local Employment: Cultivating Opportunities 

 

Localized food systems are powerful engines for job creation and local employment. 
Studies indicate that local food sales generate regional economic activity that can be 
a greater "multiple" of the initial sales, primarily because farmers who sell locally are 
more inclined to purchase intermediate inputs, labor, and capital within their 
immediate community.33 This localized economic activity creates new market access 
and business opportunities for farmers who might otherwise be unable to sustain their 
operations.33 

The potential for job growth is significant. In Southern Africa, a principle transferable 
to other contexts, every rand generated by local crop sales has been shown to create 
13 full-time farm operator jobs.26 Within Canada, supply-managed farms (dairy, 
poultry, eggs) are notable contributors to rural economies. Despite representing only 
20% of farm receipts, they account for 25% of total farm investments, 30% of total 
jobs created, and 28% of the GDP generated by farm investments.34 These farms, on 
average, generated 1.78 jobs per farm from on-farm investments, a rate significantly 
higher than non-supply-managed farms, which generated 0.6 jobs per farm.34 The 
disproportionate impact of rural job creation is further illustrated by investments in 
supply-managed farms in Bas-Saint-Laurent, Quebec, which created 597 local 
jobs—an effect equivalent to creating 14,328 jobs in Montreal, underscoring the 
substantial localized economic leverage.34 Ontario's broader agri-food sector, 
encompassing farmers, food processors, grocers, and transporters, generated $47 
billion in provincial GDP and employed one in ten Ontarians in 2021.35 The Indigenous 
business sector, in particular, plays a crucial role in generating wealth and 
employment for local communities.36 Overall, local food systems invigorate local 
economies and cultivate diverse job opportunities across the value chain, from 
production to processing and distribution.21 

This demonstrates that local food systems are a potent engine for rural economic 
revitalization. They create a self-reinforcing cycle where local production and 
processing generate jobs, retain wealth, and stimulate demand for local inputs, 
leading to a robust and diversified economic base that is less susceptible to external 
market fluctuations. This positions local food as a key pillar of rural economic 
development strategies, particularly for communities seeking to transition away from 



over-reliance on extractive industries. 

 

Wealth Retention and Economic Multipliers: Keeping Value Local 

 

A core economic benefit of localized food systems is their ability to retain wealth 
within communities and generate significant economic multipliers. When farmers sell 
locally, they are more likely to purchase intermediate inputs, labor, and capital within 
the local community, resulting in regional economic activity that is a greater "multiple" 
of the initial sales.33 This model fosters a circular economy where money circulates 
within the community, bolstering local businesses and overall economic vitality.21 

Indigenous-owned businesses are vital contributors to Canada's Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and are essential for generating wealth and jobs in local 
communities.36 However, challenges persist, with Indigenous-owned businesses being 
less productive and experiencing lower revenues on average than their 
non-Indigenous counterparts, particularly in rural areas.36 Despite these challenges, 
the potential for growth and wealth retention through Indigenous-led food initiatives 
is immense. 

A key strategy for wealth retention is value-added processing. This involves 
transforming raw or pre-processed materials into more desirable, finished products, 
which significantly increases their market value, reduces food waste, and enhances 
sustainability.37 For instance, processing indigenous crops into flour or snacks can 
substantially boost their market value. Value-added products from indigenous crops 
have been reported to generate an average of $1,500 USD per hectare annually, 
nearly double the $800 per hectare from conventional cereals.26 This income potential 
encourages farmers to diversify their cropping systems, enhancing economic 
resilience.26 Beyond agriculture, the Indigenous tourism sector in Canada generated 
an estimated $3.7 billion in revenues in 2023, directly contributing $1.6 billion to GDP 
and supporting nearly 34,700 jobs, with significant induced impacts from local 
spending.38 This highlights the potential for integrated economic development that 
leverages cultural assets. 

 

Reduced Costs and Increased Savings: Enhancing Affordability 



 

Localized food systems offer a direct pathway to reducing food costs and increasing 
savings for consumers and communities, thereby enhancing affordability and food 
security. By bringing production, processing, and distribution closer to the point of 
consumption, these systems significantly reduce the need for long-distance 
transportation, which is a major driver of high food prices in remote areas.21 This 
directly mitigates the "logistical poverty trap" previously identified, where exorbitant 
shipping costs make essential food items unaffordable. 

Community gardens and greenhouses provide cost-effective alternatives to expensive 
imported foods, supplementing diets with fresh, nutritious, and often culturally 
appropriate produce.3 The Local Food Infrastructure Fund (LFIF) has demonstrated its 
effectiveness in increasing the capacity of community organizations to grow, store, 
and distribute healthy food, leading to improved availability and volume of food 
provided to clients.22 

Furthermore, the establishment of food hubs and community freezers can streamline 
food distribution and reduce waste, resulting in significant cost savings for food 
providers and, ultimately, for consumers.39 These centralized facilities, equipped with 
large freezers, coolers, and washing stations, can safely receive and process 
large-scale food donations, avoiding duplication of efforts and making food access 
more efficient and cost-effective for local organizations.40 Examples of community 
fridge initiatives, like the Troy Scott Community Fridges in Innisfil and the Calgary 
Community Fridge, demonstrate how local, mutual-aid projects can increase access 
to nutritious food, reduce food waste, and address food insecurity by providing free 
access to fresh and frozen foods.42 These initiatives also foster community 
involvement and address broader issues of resource redistribution and inequality. 

 

Infrastructure Development as Investment: Building Long-Term Capacity 

 

Investing in localized food infrastructure is not merely an expense but a strategic 
investment in long-term community capacity, economic resilience, and 
self-sufficiency. There is a critical need for substantial investment in processing 
facilities, distribution networks, and cold storage capabilities within rural and remote 
communities.44 These facilities are essential for enabling local producers to scale their 



operations, create value-added products, and ensure consistent food availability. 

Government programs such as the Local Food Infrastructure Fund (LFIF) are crucial 
mechanisms for this investment. The LFIF has committed significant funding to 
support projects that enhance community food security by improving access to and 
availability of local, nutritious, and culturally appropriate food.22 These projects include 
the purchase and installation of equipment for food production, processing, 
distribution, storage, and transportation, as well as the establishment of community 
gardens, greenhouses, and food forests.46 The program has been effective in 
increasing the capacity of organizations to grow, store, and distribute healthy food on 
a more consistent and timely basis.22 

Complementary initiatives like the Rural Economic Development (RED) Program in 
Ontario also support projects that attract and retain jobs, stimulate investment, and 
enhance economic growth in rural communities, including through infrastructure 
development.48 These programs recognize that investments in rural infrastructure, 
including food-related assets, contribute to the renewal of community assets and 
drive broader economic development. Strategic funding opportunities are needed to 
address regional processing capacity and strengthen Canada's agri-food supply 
chain, particularly for small-scale abattoirs and local food cooperatives.45 This 
sustained investment in community-controlled infrastructure is a foundational element 
for achieving lasting food security and fostering robust local economies. 

 

V. Policy and Investment Recommendations: Paving the Way 
Forward 

 

To fully realize the transformative potential of localized food systems in rural, remote, 
coastal, and Indigenous communities, a concerted and multi-faceted approach 
involving strategic policy frameworks, targeted infrastructure investment, robust 
capacity building, and a commitment to addressing systemic barriers is essential. 

 

Strategic Policy Frameworks 

 



A fundamental shift requires a strategic, systems-based approach to agri-food policy 
that encompasses the entire supply chain, moving beyond fragmented initiatives.15 
Policymakers must develop a comprehensive national food policy that explicitly 
supports Indigenous self-determination and control over food system resources, 
recognizing food as a sacred element of culture and well-being.50 This policy should 
adopt a distinctions-based approach, acknowledging and affirming the unique rights, 
interests, and circumstances of First Nations, Inuit, and the Métis Nation.52 

Regulations must be modernized to actively encourage the development of local 
processing businesses and regional small-scale abattoirs, addressing current 
bottlenecks and promoting localized value chains.44 Provincial governments should 
provide clear, consistent guidelines for farmers' market regulations and implement 
incentive programs, such as food price reduction coupons, to enhance accessibility 
for low-income families.44 Furthermore, public sector organizations should be 
mandated to set clear, transparent, and measurable targets for regional and provincial 
food procurement, ensuring that institutional purchasing power supports local 
producers and strengthens regional food economies.44 

 

Targeted Infrastructure Investment 

 

Significant and sustained investment in localized food infrastructure is paramount. 
Funding for programs like the Local Food Infrastructure Fund (LFIF) must be 
substantially increased, with a dedicated stream specifically targeting the unique 
needs of remote and Indigenous communities.45 These investments should prioritize 
the establishment and expansion of shared-use facilities, including community food 
hubs, community kitchens, and cold storage units, which are critical for aggregation, 
processing, and distribution of local products.40 Supporting the development of 
on-farm and mobile processing units would further enhance flexibility and reduce the 
need for long-distance transport of raw materials.44 Investments should also cover 
essential equipment for growing, harvesting, and preserving food, alongside 
sustainable technologies like solar panels for greenhouses.46 

 

Capacity Building and Knowledge Transfer 

 



To foster self-sufficiency, robust capacity building and the revitalization of traditional 
knowledge transfer mechanisms are crucial. Support programs that facilitate 
intergenerational knowledge transfer and traditional food education must be 
prioritized, enabling elders to transmit vital skills and wisdom to younger generations 
in culturally relevant ways.23 Investment in training and technical assistance for local 
food producers and processors is also necessary, equipping communities with the 
expertise to manage modern and traditional agricultural practices, value-added 
processing, and business development.26 Furthermore, policy should actively promote 
Indigenous-led research and decision-making in all food security initiatives, ensuring 
that solutions are culturally appropriate and community-driven.50 

 

Addressing Systemic Barriers 

 

A truly transformative approach requires directly confronting and dismantling the 
systemic barriers that perpetuate food insecurity. This includes actively working to 
dismantle racist structures and colonial policies that have historically dispossessed 
Indigenous communities of their land and traditional foodways.12 Legal and regulatory 
frameworks must be reformed to protect Indigenous intellectual property rights over 
traditional seeds and farming methods, and to recognize traditional land management 
practices.27 Ensuring equitable access to land, capital, and financial services for 
Indigenous entrepreneurs is critical to fostering economic self-determination.9 
Existing programs, such as Nutrition North Canada, must be fundamentally reformed 
to be more effective, accountable, and genuinely supportive of Indigenous food 
sovereignty, rather than merely subsidizing a flawed external supply chain.2 

 

Collaborative Governance and Partnerships 

 

Finally, successful implementation hinges on fostering collaborative governance 
structures and strong partnerships. This necessitates multi-stakeholder, 
community-led approaches that actively involve Indigenous governments, local 
communities, civil society groups, and all levels of government.50 Supporting and 
expanding networks like Food Secure Canada's Northern & Remote Food Network and 
Indigenous Circle can facilitate crucial collaboration, information sharing, and 
collective action among partners working towards food security and sovereignty 



across Canada.31 By working together, respecting diverse knowledge systems, and 
prioritizing community needs, Canada can build a more resilient, equitable, and 
sustainable food system for all. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

The current state of food insecurity in Canada's rural, remote, coastal, and Indigenous 
communities is a profound and unacceptable challenge, deeply intertwined with 
historical injustices, logistical inefficiencies, and the vulnerabilities of a centralized 
food supply chain. The evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that the prevailing 
model, which extracts resources and then ships processed food back at exorbitant 
costs, is unsustainable and detrimental to the health, culture, and economic 
well-being of these communities. 

The comprehensive analysis presented in this report underscores that localizing food 
systems—from production and processing to product development and cold 
storage—offers a transformative and multifaceted solution. This shift is not merely an 
economic adjustment; it is a fundamental reorientation rooted in the principles of food 
sovereignty. By empowering communities to control their own food systems, Canada 
can address the "invisible crisis" of food insecurity, dismantle the "logistical poverty 
trap," and counteract the "resource curse" that has long plagued Indigenous 
territories. 

Localized food systems are poised to become powerful engines of rural economic 
revitalization, creating jobs, retaining wealth, and fostering a circular economy that 
benefits local populations directly. They enhance food security by building systemic 
resilience against external shocks, ensuring consistent access to nutritious and 
culturally appropriate food. Furthermore, these place-based initiatives are vital for 
public health, promoting holistic well-being by recognizing food as "medicine." They 
serve as living cultural archives and intergenerational classrooms, revitalizing 
traditional knowledge and strengthening community bonds. Critically, they offer a 
blueprint for climate-resilient agriculture, leveraging Indigenous knowledge for 
sustainable environmental stewardship. 

Realizing this profound value proposition demands a bold and coordinated 
commitment. It requires strategic policy frameworks that prioritize Indigenous 
self-determination, targeted and sustained investment in local food infrastructure, 



robust capacity-building initiatives, and a dedicated effort to dismantle systemic 
barriers inherited from colonial legacies. Embracing collaborative governance and 
fostering strong partnerships between Indigenous governments, local communities, 
and all levels of government will be essential. 

The path forward is clear: by investing in localized, integrated food systems, Canada 
can move beyond crisis management towards building a truly equitable, resilient, and 
sustainable food future—one where every community has the power to feed its own 
people on its own terms, fostering prosperity, health, and cultural vibrancy for 
generations to come. 
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