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Foreword(

Portage(Regional(Economic(Development,(the(

economic(development(agency(for(the(Region(of(

Portage(la(Prairie,(has(the(capacity,(knowledge(and(

expertise(to(ensure(that(the(recommendations(in(

this(report(are(implemented.(We(are(committed(to(

building(relationships(and(working(with(partners(to(

build(a(local(sustainable(food(system(for(the(Region(of(Portage(la(Prairie.(Supporting(our(

producers(is(integral(to(continued(economic(development(in(the(region.(Moreover,(the(level(

of(community(cohesion(that(can(be(cultivated(through(building(a(local(sustainable(food(

system,(is(important(for(lasting(prosperity(in(the(region. 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However, outside of major policy 
change, we can still work toward 
building a sustainable food system 
within existing policies. We can build 
capacity with the Portage region to 
create a strong foundation for a local 
sustainable food system. The region can 
begin work on the creation of the local 
system by focusing on initiatives that do 
not require federal or provincial policy 
change. Awareness of the components 
of the system that will require policy 
change is equally important. Identifying 
policies that hinder the success of a 
local sustainable food system while 
actively working on initiatives within the 
current regulatory system are key to 
creating a system that works for the 
region.

Such a system has impacts on 
rural and urban economic and 
community development, environmental 
factors, locally and globally, as well as 
overall health. Creating a system where 
locally produced foods are consumed 
within the area has the potential to 
create positive lasting effects on the 
economic, social and overall wellbeing 
of the people in the region. Importantly, 
the region of Portage la Prairie is in a 
position to lead the province and 
country in building a successful local 
sustainable food system because of our 
strong agricultural base.

�1

INTRODUCTION

Portage Regional Economic Development 
(PRED), the economic development 
agency for the Rural Municipality and City 
of Portage la Prairie, received funding from 
the Southern Regional Health Authority and 
through Manitoba Agriculture, Food and 
Rural Development’s Partners for Growth 
program. The funding’s intention was to 
increase food security through investigating 
what a sustainable local food system could 
look like in the region while simultaneously 
investigating new markets for local 
producers. 

The PRED staff reviewed literature 
from the United States where several 
states have developed holistic sustainable 
local food systems. While staff searched for 
similar programs in Canada, they tended to 
be piecemeal, incorporating some elements 
of the American models but not all. The 
literature review revealed many practices in 
the US states that could be suitable in the 
Portage Region on a smaller scale. 

Building a local sustainable food 
system encompasses more than simply 
food security. Each piece of a food system 
is a part of the whole and one cannot be 
fully successful without the other. A local 
sustainable food system is more than just 
food security; it builds health, the local 
economy, education, and importantly social 
capital, creating safer communities with a 
more engaged polity.

Typically the creation of a 
sustainable local food system involves 
policy change.



The Region of 
Portage la Prairie 

The Rural Municipality 
of Portage la Prairie is 
a rural agricultural area 
located in South 
Central Manitoba, 
covering 2260 square 
kilometres. Within the 
RM boundaries, lies 
the City of Portage la 
Prairie. Agriculture is a 
major economic driver 
in the area, with local 
farms producing 
seasonal vegetable 
and cereal crops. The 
area is also a major 
livestock producer, 
particularly beef and 
pork. 

The total population of the area is just under 20,000. The City has a population of 
12,996 and the RM has a population of 6,525 (Canada 2012). Of this, there is a large 
indigenous population within the region, 25 percent of the population within the City of 
Portage la Prairie are Indigenous while three reserves are encompassed by the 
boundaries of the RM. The large indigenous population is particularly relevant when 
discussing matters of food security, as indigenous persons are disproportionately 
affected by poverty, diabetes, obesity and food insecurity, all issues building a local 
sustainable food system aims to alleviate. 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Health Facts
- 44% of Manitoba’s provincial budget is spent on health care (Chai 2013)
- Diabetes affects 9% of persons 19+ in the City of Portage, over 10% in the 

Rural Municipality; the national average is 6.8% (Fransoo et al. 2013; Canada 
2011)

- Obesity is a contributing factor to developing Type 2 diabetes (Canada 2011)
- The Social Determinants of Health include: Stress, bodies and illness, food 

insecurity and social exclusion. (Mikkonen and Raphael 2010)



What is a Food System?
A food system can be described as: “the 
production, processing, distribution, 
sales, purchasing, preparation, 
consumption and waste disposal 
pathways of food” (Benfeldt et al. 2012). 
The system encompasses every point 
food travels from farm to table to 
beyond. 

The University of California, 
Davis (2014) indicates that a local 
sustainable food system requires: farms 
using sustainable production practices; 
localized processing and marketing that 
eliminate the distance between 
producer and consumer; improved food 
security, particularly access to health 
affordable foods; the creation of jobs 
through agri-business and the 
recirculation of money within the region; 
the creation of policies that promote and 
facilitate local sustainable food systems; 
and improved dietary habits. This is 
echoed by Benfeldt et al. (2012: 15), 
they assert that a strong food system 
can improve health and wellbeing; 
improve economic health; reach a level 
of food security through improved 
access; enhance a region’s capacity to 
“produce, process, distribute and 
consume food locally and regionally.”
The relationship between a sustainable 
food system and overall social and 
economic wellbeing is significant. Food 
systems create jobs in many sectors of 
the food system, creating a higher level 
of economic wellbeing. Accessibility to 
healthy foods combined with education
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What is Local Food?
There is no single definition of local food. 
Martinez et al. (2010: 3) assert that local 
food is “food produced near its point of 
consumption in relation to the modern 
or mainstream food system.” There is no 
clear geographical definition in terms of 
how close food must be produced in order 
to be considered local. ‘Locavores’ tend to 
consider food local if it is produced within 
100 miles of the point of consumption 
(Martinez et al. 2010). However, studies 
indicate that consumers disagree with the 
100 mile definition. 

The Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency, which governs food safety in 
Canada but also food labeling has long 
defined local food as food that has: 
“originated within a 50 km radius of the 
place where it was sold or originated 
within the same local government unit 
(e.g. municipality) or adjacent 
government unit” (CFIA 2014). The CFIA 
is currently reviewing its definition of local 
food and has provided the following interim 
definition: “food produced or sold in the 
province or territory in which it is sold 
or food sold across provincial borders 
within 50km of the originating province 
or territory” (CFIA 2014). In order for food 
to be labeled as local or locally grown, it 
must meet the above-mentioned criteria

While there is some ambiguity 
around the definition of local food, this 
report is concerned with building a local 
sustainable food system for the Region of 
Portage la Prairie, which fits all of the 
above definitions.



around healthy eating promotes 
healthy living, which is particularly 
relevant as the province spends 44% of 
its provincial budget on healthcare with 
the costs projected to rise. Not to be 
overlooked is the level of social cohesion 
that can be built by connecting local 
people to their food system. Social capital 
is one of the most important aspects of a 
Farm to Table program. While it is a soft 
concept and difficult to measure, 
research indicates that higher levels of 
social capital have important benefits for 
communities.
Why Build a Local Sustainable Food 
System?
Economic Development: Increasing the 
capacity of the local food system is good 
for the economy and economic 
development (Martinez et al. 2010). 
When more people are buying food from 
local food sources, more money is 
staying in the local economy, which has 
positive impacts on income and 
employment overall. Indeed some studies 
indicate that the expansion of the local 
food system is a good strategy for rural 
economic development (Martinez et al. 
2010). 

There is evidence to suggest that 
strong local food systems provide an 
incentive for the substitution effect. That 
is, people tend to substitute local foods 
for imported foods, increasing the level of 
money staying within the region. Martinez 
et al. (2010) contend that this would be 
the most direct positive impact on the 
local economy. The substitution effect
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would also hold if processing or value-add 
stayed in the local area as well. A larger 
share of the retail price would remain in 
the community with producers generating 
a larger share of the overall price. Input-
output models in the United States have 
suggested that local food has a positive 
overall impact on the economy. While the 
multiplier values would vary by region 
based on input costs and outputs, the 
findings of these models indicate that local 
food has a positive effect on output, 
employment and labor incomes (Swenson 
2008 and 2009). All of this would mean 
positive spillover effects into the larger 
regional economy. 
Health, Nutrition, Food Security: The 
most often-cited reasons for creating a 
local sustainable food system is related to 
health, nutrition and food security. While 
there is little empirical evidence to suggest 
that having a local sustainable food 
system directly creates food security or 
improves health, there is much anecdotal 
evidence suggesting that there are 
positive health benefits (Martinez et al. 
2010). The most compelling empirical 
evidence that local food system have 
positive impacts on reducing obesity and 
chronic-diet related diseases comes from 
the farm-to-school literature, discussed in 
detail below. Farm-to-school programs 
have been successful in promoting 
healthier food choices among students 
who attend schools participating in the 
programming. Increasing the availability of 
healthy food choices has a positive impact 
on healthier food choices and the



Higher levels of social capital are 
strongly correlated with several 
measures of health, mental, economic 
and social wellbeing. In an article 
presented to the OECD, Putnam found 
that states with higher levels of social 
capital are correlated with higher levels 
of economic equality, greater levels of 
tolerance, better overall health, reduced 
levels of violent crime, increased 
educational performance, and the level 
of child welfare was higher. While 
Putnam cautions his work is in early 
stages, he asserts that the results from 
his analyses are promising and 
indicative of trends in the positive effects 
of social capital. 

The relevance to this report is 
that consumers recognize the value in 
supporting local producers. Importantly, 
they see supporting local farmers as 
fostering a sense of community, creating 
a higher level of social capital. Local 
sustainable food systems help 
contribute to a level of social cohesion 
and through repeated interactions with 
one another, a higher level of social 
capital is created. By increasing the 
level of social capital within a region, the 
overall wellbeing of the community 
members is improved.
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consumption of fruits and vegetables. In 
terms of food security, local sustainable 
food systems increase access to fresh 
produce. Many programs aimed at 
increasing food security, such as the Good 
Food Box source their food items from local 
producers. 
Social Capital: An important benefit of a 
local food system is the social capital that is 
derived from the connection between 
producers and consumers. Social capital 
can be defined as the “networks, norms 
and social trust that facilitate coordination 
and cooperation for mutual 
benefit” (Putnam 1995: 67). While social 
capital is a complex concept, at it’s most 
basic it is the connections people make 
with others based on repeated interactions. 

Research has shown that 
consumers choose to get their produce 
from local farmers markets for the social 
benefits (Christy et al. 2013). In several 
studies, when consumers at local farmer’s 
markets were asked about their motivations 
for shopping, they indicated that it was 
related to their need of a sense of 
community and fellowship (Christy et al. 
2013). Indeed, many of the responses were 
focused on the need for interaction with 
others within their communities. Supporting 
local farmers was thus seen as a way to 
create a stronger sense of community, to 
create social interactions, to build 
community. Local food consumers were in 
part concerned with fostering social capital 
within their communities



Building a Local Sustainable Food System

Much of the research on Farm to Table programming comes from initiatives in the 
United States. Of the research produced in the American states there are some 
commonalities among what is required to build a local sustainable food system.
 

1) Engaging local decision makers to make local food systems a priority. This can 
be achieved by creating food policy councils involving local and state officials in 
creating a local food system.

2) Policy, legislation and regulation review is a significant proportion of all Farm to 
Table programs. Identifying policies that pose challenges to building a local 
sustainable food system and creating policies that encourage local food system 
development are integral to a strong program. Policy coordination between 
federal, state and local governments has been seen as a priority area as well as 
creating local government initiatives to support local foods. Included in the 
legislative reviews is land use planning policy. For instance, the state of Virginia

Figure 1: Virginia Farmland Classification System 
(Reproduced from Bendfeltd et al. 2011: 21)
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evaluated the agricultural production quality of their land, identifying best uses 
for the land. This is particularly relevant in Virginia, given the encroachment of 
urban sprawl on farm lands. Improving waste management policies and 
practices are also seen as priorities in some states.

3) Capacity building is identified as a priority particularly around consumer 
education and public outreach. Typically capacity building is done through 
marketing campaigns, public education and relationship building among 
producers and consumers. 

4) Food security and public health are components of Farm to Table programs. 
Assessing the health of the region and the level of food insecurity are integral to 
understanding how the local food system can best improve overall health and 
wellbeing in an area. Included in food security is the creation and maintenance of 
community gardens. 

5) Market development, in particular local market development, is another priority. 
Identifying markets for producers and processors as well as expanding the local 
market aids the local food economy. Farm to Institution programs have been 
seen as ways of ensuring that local producers have local markets for their goods. 

6) Farm to School programs incorporate capacity building, food security and public 
health and market development all in a single program. Incorporating an 
understanding of food, nutrition and healthy eating habits into the academic 
programming are hallmarks of these types of initiatives. The overall goal is to 
improve healthy food choices among children in hopes of reducing the risk of 
obesity, diabetes, and other chronic weight related illnesses. However, additional 
benefits of these programs include: increased knowledge and awareness of local 
food systems among youth,  a market for producers and other educational 
benefits such as learning how to grow foods and make healthy meals.

A review of research produced indicated these broad categories as integral to creating a 
sustainable local food system. It is clear that building a local sustainable food system 
encompasses not only food production but also how policies affect our food, local 
knowledge of food, how we choose foods and how we orient to food. While a food 
system encompasses: production, processing, distribution and waste management of 
food, all of which are governed by legislation and regulations, there is room to create 
initiatives within those regulatory frameworks that contribute to the foundation required 
to build the system. The region of Portage is well equipped to begin building its food 
system through initiatives not requiring legislative changes in the following ways:
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10% Campaign: 
These campaigns 
are designed to 
encourage local 
people to devote 
10% of their 
existing food 
purchases to the 
purchase of local 
food. In Virginia, 
this has been done 
through a website, 
which explains the 
concept, offers a 
local food buyers guide and includes the option to sign up for a weekly tip email. 

A local producer profile campaign as well as an initiative to identify local foods 
can be created to help facilitate the identification of local foods. Partnering with local 
grocers to create an in-store identification system, displays and promotional materials to 
promote local food purchases are an integral part of making a program such as this 

successful. This provides a two-fold 
benefit for producers and entrepreneurs.
The 10% campaign could be hosted on 
the Farm to Table/Fruit Share website 
and provide a producer map of the 
region, a local food buyers guide, healthy 
recipes with local foods, and blogs posts 
from various contributors within the 
region.
Community Gardens: Some American 
states, as part of building local 
sustainable food systems, have 
encouraged and facilitated the 
development of community gardens in 
neighbourhoods, businesses, public 
agencies, churches and schools. One of 
the challenges that face community 
gardens, however, is organizational 
capacity. Plants do not necessarily fail but
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North Carolina 10% Campaign

As a part of North Carolina’s Farm to 
Table program, an initiative was launched 
encouraging consumers to spend 10% of 
their existing food budget on local foods 
in 2010. The program is administered by 
the Centre for Environmental Farming 
Systems and is a multi-partnership 
initiative. Local producers, consumers, 
health professionals and many other 
community partners work together to 
ensure the success of the program. 
Consumers sign up through the website 
and receive weekly email questions that 
help administrators to track the progress 
of the campaign statewide. A seasonality 
guide is also available on the website to 
help consumers identify local foods. To 
date, over $64 million has been spent on 
local food.



organizing people to make their 
gardens sustainable is often a 
challenge. The harvest from 
these gardens can be used in 
community kitchens or food 
centres. Community gardeners 
are taught how to make healthy 
nutritious meals with their 
seasonal harvest. Through 
working with local groups, 
gardeners and interested parties, 
a sustainable community garden 
system can be built throughout the area. This would create access to good foods for 
those who otherwise may not have easy access. The gardens can be used to create a 
local “good food box” or “community kitchen,” described below, that can take the excess 
and distribute it to families.

Good Food Box/Community Kitchens: 
The Good Food Box is an initiative started 
by FoodShare, a non-profit organization 
aimed at increasing accessibility to healthy 
food originated in Toronto. The Good Food 
Box is ultimately a “cooperative buying 
system” whereby the organization 
purchases healthy foods in bulk at 
wholesale pricing. Individuals then 
purchase boxes of healthy food at a lower 
price than if they were to purchase these 

items at a grocery store. The Good Food Box purchases directly from local producers, 
therefore offering seasonal fruits and vegetables. The contents of each box vary from 
week to week. A typical customer for Good Food Box in Toronto, is middle-aged female 
with a spouse or family whose income falls at or below median income. 

Community kitchens can be described as “community-based cooking programs 
where small groups of people come together to prepare meals and take food home to 
their families” (Lowitt 2011: 6). These are often small group cooking classes, teach 
healthy meal preparation and can be a venue to promote healthier food choices. Local 
foods can be sourced for the classes. 
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There are farm to school initiatives all 
over Canada but the American programs 
have grown substantially and have been 
the model for most programs that exist 
in Canada. A program of this nature 
would be a Manitoba first. This is an 
opportunity for Portage to innovate and 
become the model for the rest of 
Manitoba.
Farm to School Programs in Practice 
United States
As noted, the USDA provided funding to 
the American states to develop their 
own local sustainable food systems. 
One particularly successful initiative has 
been their farm-to-school programming. 
While many states choose different 
routes to implementing such programs 
there are several initiatives that are 
common among many of the programs. 
Sourcing local food for cafeteria 
breakfasts and lunches has been a 
common approach. However, growing 
food on school campuses has been 
successful in changing food choice 
habits among children. 
Farm to School programs grew out of a 
rising concern about the overall health 
and wellbeing of American children. 
Concerns about childhood obesity rates, 
the likelihood of developing chronic 
weight-related illness, the consumption 
of low nutritional value high calorie 
processed foods, sugary beverages and 
diabetes have created concern about 
how food is approached at schools 
(Rauzon et al. 2010). 
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Farm to School Initiatives

The United States Department of 
Agriculture funded an initiative in the states 
to develop a sustainable local food system. 
As a part of creating a sustainable local 
food system, several states developed farm 
to school initiatives, which engaged 
children in the food system to improve their 
health and encouraged them to become 
future food-system leaders. Childhood 
experiences are extremely important to the 
overall social determinants of health 
making farm-to-school programs 
particularly important for future health but 
overall development.
Generally farm-to-school programs are 
aimed at:
- Teaching students about healthy eating 

habits and where their food comes from. 
This includes growing, cooking and 
marketing. Students are exposed to a 
school garden, which offers the 
experience of good gardening practices, 
harvest, etc. and then learning how to 
cook healthy meals with their bounty. 
Schools then sell the excess. 

- Bringing healthy foods from local farms 
to students through sourcing local foods 
for school breakfast/lunch programs.

Benefits of farm-to-school programs 
include: helping children adopt healthy 
eating habits, increasing self-esteem and 
parental involvement. Studies in the US 
show that school gardening has positive 
benefits such as increasing learning 
opportunities and improving health habits.



Children of all socioeconomic backgrounds participate in the programs, creating a 
sense of fellowship among the students. The focus of these programs is not to ensure 
that lower income children are provided a meal but instead that all children in the school 
have access to nutritional meals and that they develop better food choice habits as 
adults. This is particularly relevant as costs of healthcare increase.

Farm to School programs have three components: procurement, gardening 
and education. Each component relates to the overall farm to school program (See 
Figure 1). In Canada, farm to school programs have been piecemeal, Manitoba’s 
version of farm to school is a vegetable sale fundraiser in partnership with Peak of the 
Market. They do not encompass all of the components in established farm to school 
programs. There are few farm to school programs in Canada in general, British 
Columbia and Nova Scotia seem to currently have the most well developed 
programming in the country.

Figure 1: Core Elements of Farm to School 
(Reproduced from: Joshi et al. 2014: 10)
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Capacity Building and Public Education
Capacity building and public education 
around local sustainable food systems is an 
important part of building a comprehensive 
Farm to Table initiative. Interviews with local 
producers indicated that while the 
community is generally supportive of 
agricultural producers, there is a reluctance 
to purchase direct from some farms or 
farmer’s markets. 

One producer indicated that they sell 
their produce at the St. Norbert Farmer’s 
Market in Winnipeg because consumers in 
Winnipeg are more willing to pay market 
price whereas in Portage la Prairie, 
consumers are less willing to pay market
prices. The producer indicated that the prices 
of his goods are lower than those at local grocery stores yet many consumers have 
indicated that they could grow the same goods in a garden for less. The region already 
has a farmer’s market but larger farmers are prohibited from selling their goods. 
Farmer’s markets are excellent for building social capital in a region by making the 
region’s farmer’s market a place to meet weekly or twice a week

In other surveys conducted by PRED, business owners have indicated that many 
community members will make purchases in Winnipeg. Given the close proximity to 
Winnipeg and the perception of cost savings available in Winnipeg, people do shop in 
Winnipeg. A proposed initiative called “pay the 10%” is aimed at encouraging Portage 
consumers to shop locally and specifically at locally owned businesses. Consumers can 
save roughly 10% on their purchases by shopping in Winnipeg with all of their money 
staying in Winnipeg’s economy. The initiative will encourage people to spend the extra 
10% in their home community by raising awareness of the spinoff benefits. For instance, 
for every dollar spent at a locally owned business, 77% of that dollar stays in the 
community.  This initiative can be work in tandem with the proposed 10% campaign, 
which will encourage consumers to spend 10% of their existing food budget on local 
foods.
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Entrepreneurial Benefits of Farm 
to School

One interesting component of some 
farm to school programs is the sale of 
excess goods and prepared foods 
from the school. In a time when 
schools are often fundraising for 
programming, selling produce and 
prepared foods has two-fold benefits. 
The school creates a funding source 
for itself to help supplement the farm 
to table costs. Further, the children 
participating in the program, whether 
it is selling goods at a farmer’s 
market or directly from the school, 
learn valuable entrepreneurial skills. 
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British Columbia Farm to School

British Columbia has the most comprehensive farm to school framework in Canada. It 
began in 2006 as a pilot project in Quesnel, BC. In partnership with the regional 
health authorities, who offer grants for farm to school startup, the program now has 
50 participating schools (Public Health Association of BC 2012). The BC programs 
source local foods for school cafeterias, which includes a salad bar. The framework 
provided by the Public Health Association of BC, cites that farm to school programs 
ought to include schoolyard gardens/farms, a hot lunch program or a snack program. 
One aspect that is missing in the BC model, is a breakfast program, which has been 
seen as integral in the American models, as research suggests that eating breakfast 
helps maintain a healthy weight and students are more engaged at school when they 
eat breakfast (Rauzon et al. 2010). The program has been successful in British 
Columbia and continues to grow as new schools sign on. This program is currently 
the most comprehensive in Canada.

The Edible Schoolyard, Berkeley, California

In an era of rising childhood obesity rates, the Edible Schoolyard was designed to 
give children the opportunity to experience growing and preparing food in the hope 
that they would be more willing to try new foods. Alice Waters and the Chez Panisse 
foundation started the program at Martin Luther King Middle School in 1994. They 
installed a large school garden and a classroom for cooking. Gardening and cooking 
became a part of the school day at the school. By 1998, each of the city’s elementary 
schools had installed gardens and salad bars. The lunchrooms were stocked with 
fresh organic produce and food policies were established in the schools, the first in 
the United States. The food policies ensured that gardening, nutrition education and 
eating experiences became part of the curriculum. What began as a project in one 
city grew into a public-private partnership aimed at implementing the program in the 
region. An evaluation of the program found that all elementary school students, 
regardless of socio-economic status, received a free school breakfast. Schools had 
salad bars with fresh fruits and vegetables and schools moved into buffet style lunch 
service featuring fresh cooked meals. Schools offered only water and milk and 
homemade soups. Most schools integrated gardening and food preparation as a part 
of the regular curriculum. Where the school lunch component was most well 
developed, staff were paid to tend the gardens. Interestingly, the garden was 
incorporated in many academic classes, for instance mathematics. Overall students 
had increased knowledge of nutrition and a greater preference for fruits and 
vegetables. Of the increase in preference for fruits and vegetables, students were 
choosing in season produce. Rauzon et al. (2010) reported no observable reduction 
in Body Mass Index nor an indication of improved academic scores. The program 
has been successful while some schools have seen more success than others. For 
more information see Rauzon et al. (2010).



PRED has been engaged in capacity 
building related to local food systems 
through our event “The Big Dig.” The 
purpose of this event was to bring a diverse 
group of community members together to 
celebrate local food and local producers. A 
portion of the event was dedicating to a 
pierogi making workshop using locally 
sourced foods. It was a family friendly event 
that encouraged people to bring their 
children, learn how to make a new food, 
sample what the region has to offer in terms 
of seasonal foods and engage with their 
fellow community members. Events like the 
Big Dig go a long way in building capacity and support for local food systems. 
Continuing to hold such events keeps the community engaged and is able to reach a 
large cross-section of the community and educate them in a fun way about local food 
and build capacity around building a local sustainable food system.
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Food System Components Requiring 
Further Research
There are a number of areas that 
require additional research. Apart from 
the thorough policy review that needs to 
happen in order to fully understand the 
opportunities and challenges facing the 
Region of Portage la Prairie in terms of 
building a local sustainable food 
system, the food waste and disposal 
systems must be examined. 

Consumer preferences, 
intentions and knowledge of local food 
systems is an important aspect of many 
Farm to Table initiatives. A survey of 
consumers in the region needs to be a 
priority. The survey can developed by 
the local food system council but would 
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Policy and Legislation Review

A thorough review of the policies and 
legislation affecting the food system in the 
province is necessary to identify the 
challenges to building a local sustainable 
food system. Interviews with local 
producers have indicated that they face 
several challenges particularly related to 
government regulation. 

For the Portage region specifically, 
the province of Manitoba’s flood mitigation 
practices have been identified as a 
significant challenge facing local 
producers. Flooding in 2011 and 2014 
along the Assiniboine River and along 
Lake Manitoba have have caused 
significant losses to producers in the 
region. Not simply income loss for the 
year but complete loss of crops, loss of 
land productivity as well as income loss. 
Alternative energy sources have also been 
noted as a challenge by local producers. 
While hydro electricity and natural gas are 
the main sources of energy in some 
instances producers require additional 
sources of energy and there has been an 
indication that it is becoming more and 
more difficult to find cost-effective energy 
solutions. This is particularly concerning at 
a time when the number of producers in 
Manitoba is declining (Food Matters, n.d.) 
while farms are becoming larger, indicating 
that corporate farming is becoming the 
norm in Manitoba. Corporate farming poses 
a threat to local producers because of rising 
input costs and marginal returns.

2011 & 2014 Assiniboine River Flood

In 2011 and 2014, the Assiniboine River 
experienced higher than normal flows 
causing a threat to spill its banks. The 
Government of Manitoba responded in 
2011 by operating the Portage Diversion 
above capacity sending much of the 
Assiniboine’s flow to Lake Manitoba and 
deliberately flooding agricultural lands in 
the Portage Region. Farm lands around 
both the Assiniboine and Lake Manitoba 
were destroyed as a result. The 
Manitoba Government’s response to 
flooding on the Assiniboine in 2014 was 
the same, though the government was 
not forced to deliberately flood farm land 
along the 331 provincial highway. The 
affected farmlands are degrading and 
take time to recuperate while Lake 
Manitoba is being fed with nutrient rich 
water, which is hazardous to the Lake.



best be administered by a private research firm that specializes in administering 
statistically valid surveys.

Conclusions and Recommendations
The possibilities are endless when it comes to building a local sustainable food system 
in the Region of Portage la Prairie. As a major agricultural producer with ample 
processing capabilities and potential, the region is in an excellent position to be a leader 
in local food system development. As noted there is further research that needs to be 
done. Nevertheless, this document with the following recommendations provides 
several starting points to begin building a local sustainable food system.
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Recommendations:

Work with the School Division and First Nation Schools to implement a farm-
to-school program whereby children from all socio-economic backgrounds 
participate in school breakfast and lunch programs. Incorporate gardening 
into the academic curriculum and build capacity within the school systems to 
encourage healthy lifestyles through experiential learning. The focus of these 
programs ought to be health and overall academic performance for all 
students. 

Create a map similar to that in Virginia, outlining the types of soil, arable land 
and suitable crops. The land and its uses in the region are diverse and 
knowing the exact production capabilities in the region is important to 
building a local sustainable food system. 

Implement a 10% program that includes local producer profiles, a local food 
buyers guide and accompanying map. This ought to be accompanied by more 
capacity building events such as The Big Dig, marketing and education.

Create several community gardens throughout the city, with a coordinator 
position and staffed by summer student and work with local organizations to 
create a community kitchen in lower income areas of the city.

Engage in a thorough policy review identifying opportunities and challenges 
facing producers and processors in the region and province as a whole. Work 
collaboratively with local, provincial and federal representatives to make a 
local sustainable food system a priority. 
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Develop a Farmer’s Market in the Downtown Core encouraging it to become a 
meeting place for all people in the community. Have it become the place to buy 
produce but also encourage it to become a meeting place for the community.

Engage in further market development for local producers. Identify processing 
gaps that can be filled within the region. 

Create a local food system council consisting of local and provincial decision-
makers, producers and experts to ensure that the Farm to Table plan is 
administered within the Region

Create and administer a statistically valid consumer survey that gauges local 
knowledge of local food systems, consumer preferences and interest in local 
food.

Explore the feasibility of composting food waste in the region
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