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Get involved at the local 
level to ensure  
agriculture’s voice is 
heard, consultant 
encourages

Municipal, regional support key to strong local food 
inspection for decades, and it 
continues to be a barrier to 
growth. Only plants inspected 
by federal meat inspectors are 
allowed to export product out-
side of Ontario, whether to other 
Ca nad ia n  p rov i nces  or 
internationally. 

Raising all provincially 
inspected plants to federal stan-
dards is cost-prohibitive, but 
bringing more harmonization 
across the two systems could be 
one step to a solution.

“As a retailer, I can’t send 
Ontario lamb to stores in Que-
bec, but I can easily ship New 
Zealand lamb from Ontario to 
another province if I’m short 
there,” explained Wilton. “Some 
work could be done to harmo-
nize so rules can be recognized 
across provinces; the next step is 
to look at those pieces.”

Harmonization in labelling 
would also help both producers 
and consumers. Although Food-
land Ontario is a successful, 
widely recognized brand, it 
remains primarily focused on 
fresh produce. A lot of Ontario 
processed foods use local ingre-
dients – Bonduelle’s Ingersoll 
plant uses locally grown crops 
for its frozen food products, for 
example – but consumers have 
no way of knowing that. In Aus-
tralia, a single label on processed 
foods clearly illustrates what 
aspects of the product are local, 
from the ingredients to process-
ing and packaging, letting con-
sumers make more informed 
choices when they’re shopping.

According to Wilton, most 
food service and retail buyers do 
not currently track product ori-
gin in their systems, inhibiting 
them from knowing about or 
using locally produced products. 
This is where regionally-based 
support systems, like wholesale 
hubs or aggregators, have a role 
to play in positioning Ontario 
products at volumes and prices 
buyers are looking for. 

“One of the opportunities at 
the regional government level is 
to create agricultural advisory 
committees that can support 
agriculture and agri-food by 
working with municipal and 
regional planning and economic 
development staff,” said 
Wilton. 

“Those ag advisory commit-
tees can help work through zon-
ing bylaws or other regulations 
that restrict value-adding, and 
help municipalities be more cre-
ative in encouraging economic 
activity in the landscape.” 

The Ontario Agri-Food Ven-
ture Centre in Northumberland 

is one example of a regional ini-
tiative that has seen food entre-
preneurship emerge as an 
economic developer. The centre 
is run by county staff and offers 
commercial kitchen, storage and 
small batch food processing 
facilities, as well as business 
incubation, product development 
and training suppor t for 
start-ups. 

The studies didn’t specifically 
focus on labour, which was iden-
tified by has a significant barrier 
across the whole sector, as was 
lack of natural gas and rural 
broadband access in rural areas. 

Difficulties in accessing capi-
tal for new ventures and an 
inconsistent regulatory network 
across the province, particularly 
at the municipal level with 
respect to permitting, were also 
given frequent mention. 

In the absence of municipal or 
regional support, Wilton’s advice 
to farmers is two-fold: take 
advantage of business manage-
ment training opportunities and 
become involved in municipal 
level politics, such as volunteer-

ing for committees, to ensure 
agriculture is represented.

“A lot of municipal staffers are 
urbanites, so getting onto com-
mittees ensures having that farm 
voice when it comes to things 
like infrastructure needs and by-
laws and rural broadband,” she 
said. 

On the processing and retail 
side, it ultimately comes down to 
consumer demand – and price 
and volume. If consumers 
demand local and it will bring 
customers through the door, 
retailers will deliver, Wilton said. 

Public procurement policies 
for local food, by comparison, 
are driven by government, and 
although there can be great 
opportunities in supplying hos-
pitals, schools, and long-term 
care and corrections facilities, 
scale makes it challenging for 
small and mid-size farm and 
food businesses to participate. 

Overall, according to Wilton, 
solutions need to come from dif-
ferent levels of government 
working together more effec-
tively to maximize opportunities 

for agriculture and agri-food, 
especially given the ongoing 
decline of the automotive sector. 
And that means treating agricul-
ture as an integral part of the 
rural economy, instead of some-
thing that “happens in the 
countryside.” 

“So much of this activity is hap-
pening at the regional level, so 
upper tier municipalities are 
important partners,” she said. “It 
shouldn’t be up to an individual 
farmer to seek out opportunities – 
consumers want to see more local 
food in grocery stores and restau-
rants, but one-offs aren’t 
efficient.”

“At the regional level, how can 
we be strategic about how we can 
support farmers to get product pro-
duced, stored, transported, and 
distributed? That’s where local and 
regional economic development 
and agricultural advisory commit-
tees can play an important role,” 
she said.

The two studies included a com-
bination of one-on-one interviews 
and surveys with grocery stores, 
processors, food service operators 
and farmers, including a workshop 
with the Ontario Federation of 
Agriculture’s policy advisory 
committee. 

According to AMI executive 
director Ashley Honsberger, the 
biggest driver behind commission-
ing the studies was determining 
underlying principles hindering or 
enabling farm and food business 
success, with the hope of laying a 
foundation for more regional 
approaches to local food.  

“There is a lot of good informa-
tion here for municipal and 
regional levels, so our next step is 
ensuring the study results get out 
to policy and decision makers at 
those levels, particularly in eco-
nomic development,” said 
Honsberger. 

Study results are available at 
www.takeanewapproach.ca.

Guelph – Municipalities, gov-
ernment, farmers and food 

businesses all have a role to play 
in strengthening regional local 
food networks. 

Two new studies commis-
sioned by the Agri-Food Man-
agement Institute (AMI) have 
identified opportunities and 
obstacles facing farmers and 
food processors trying to capital-
ize on ongoing consumer 
demand for local food. 

According to lead consultant 
Bronwynne Wilton of the Wil-
ton Group, which carried out the 
studies, a few key themes 
emerged from their research that 
impact both farmers and the 
food processing sector. 

A big challenge is that of scale. 
Retailers and processors need 
assurances of steady supply, even 
when in the face of unexpected 
problems on the production side, 
like weather-related crop dam-
ages or delays in crop readiness. 
That can be overcome, suggests 
Wilton, by coordinating farmers 
instead of each operation trying 
to work one-on-one with a buyer. 

“If they (retailers) do a flyer, 
they need the stock or they are 
stuck if it’s a bad week on the 
production side – and all it takes 
is a couple of times at retail of not 
being able to meet customer 
needs and that’s it,” said Wilton.

By working together, farmers 
would be in a better position to 
have the volumes and steady 
supply that buyers want, she 
added. 

Better strategies for co-pack-
ing would also be helpful for 
farmers wanting to diversify 
their product offering, or having 
to deal with oversupply at the 
height of harvest or weather-
related quality issues that could 
cause produce to be unsuitable 
for the fresh market. This means 
a need for more opportunities to 
connect producers with the value 
chain, according to Wilton.

Livestock farmers and meat 
processors have been battling 
with the differences between 
federal and provincial meat 

By working together, farmers would be in a better position 
to have the volumes and steady supply that buyers want.

BY LILIAN SCHAER
The writer is a freelance 
journalist based in Arkell

Livestock farmers 
invited to comment 
on transport code
The National Farm Animal 

Care Council (NFACC) 
has initiated a revision to the 
2001 transportation Code for 
the Transportation of Live-
stock and Poultry. It will be led 
by Betsy Sharples who has 
experience with the Ontario 
Trucking Association’s Live 
Transport Division. 

The revised code will set out 
required and recommended 
practices for all stages of on-

road transport, Producers are 
invited to comment via a sim-
ple three page survey on the 
NFACC web site, that is open 
until March 31, 20219. This 
input will help to inform the 
development of the Code.

Meanwhile the federal gov-
ernment has amended its 
humane transport regulations, 
under the Health of Animals 
Act. 

The amendments change the 
definition of the travel time to 
start when feed and water are 
withdrawn, and end when 
feed, water and rest are rein-
troduced, and they also reduce 

the maximum travel time 
without feed, water and rest, 
for various species. 

The limit for livestock under 
eight days of age has been 
reduced from 18 to 12 hours. 
The time a compromised ani-
mal can be transported with-
out food, water and rest, will 
be 12 hours.  

Ruminants, like cattle will 
be limited to travelling 36 
hours, and monogastrics such 
as pigs, limited to 28 hours.  

The regulations are being 
phased in over the year, and 
become effective in February 
2020.


