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Abstract 
This research brief presents results from a scan of 

peer-reviewed and grey literature published from 

March 2020 to the end of August 2021 looking at 

the impacts of COVID-19 on food security in 

Canada. The purpose of this literature scan is to 

look at how the national food-security landscape 

has shifted due to the pandemic and to analyze 

what these changes mean for civil society–led food 

movements working on the ground to enhance 

food systems sustainability and equity. This brief 

presents key findings from the literature scan 

focusing on food-security policy, programming, 

and funding; food security for individuals, house-

holds, and vulnerable populations; and food sys-

tems. We then draw on our collective experiences 

as food scholars and activists to discuss the impli-

cations of these findings for food movement 

organizing. Here, we focus on networks, policy 

advocacy, and local food systems as key considera-

tions for food movements in a changing food-

security landscape.  
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Introduction 
COVID-19 emerged as a pandemic in March 

2020, bringing sudden and unprecedented socio-

economic changes around the globe. Canada was 

no exception: fear of contagion and the resultant 

public health measures led to business closures, 

unemployment, food supply-chain disruptions, and 

pressure on the charitable food sector due to 

increased demands (Beland et al., 2020; Detsky & 

Bogoch, 2020; Larue, 2021). The rapid confluence 

of these impacts requires examination to assess 

short- and longer-term outcomes and inform pol-

icy-making processes to maximize the food security 

of individuals, communities, and food systems. 

 This research brief presents results from a scan 

of peer-reviewed and grey literature published from 

March 2020 to the end of August 2021 looking at 

the impacts of COVID-19 on the food-security 

landscape in Canada. This literature scan emerges 

from a community-university partnership project 

involving Queen’s University, the University of 

Manitoba, and the nonprofit organization Food 

Matters Manitoba. The goal of this project is to 

examine how the pandemic has affected vulnerabil-

ities in Manitoba’s food systems and how food 

movements in the province can mobilize for effec-

tive and equitable food-security policy responses 

both now and beyond COVID-19. Our research 

team comprises scholars and activists who are 

deeply involved in food-movement organizing and 

committed to community-based food systems 

research and policy. As a first step in our collabora-

tive project, we identified a need to look toward 

the broader literature from across Canada to fur-

ther understand key changes in the national food-

security landscape during the pandemic that could 

inform the community-based research we are plan-

ning in Manitoba. The main questions guiding this 

literature scan are how has the food-security land-

scape changed with COVID-19 in Canada? And 

how can an understanding of these shifts inform a 

food movement response? 

 In this brief, we share results from this litera-

ture scan and draw on our experiences as food sys-

 
1 Civil society refers to “the arena of social engagement that exists about the individual and below the state, in and through which 

individuals form their political identities” (Andrée et al., 2019, p. 7). It is often described as the third sector of society, alongside 

government and business.  

tem scholars and activists to present our shared 

analysis of what a changing food-security landscape 

means for food movements working on the ground 

to enhance food systems sustainability and equity. 

By ‘food movements’ we are referring to the social 

movements that have arisen around food systems 

in recent decades. Food movements are a part of 

civil society,1 composed of the networks of individ-

uals, groups, and organizations mobilizing in vari-

ous ways to challenge and transform the dominant 

industrial and market-driven food system (Andrée 

et al., 2019). Food movements are concerned not 

only with what people eat—although they do 

emphasize building more local or “alternative” 

food systems—but also with how decisions around 

food production, access, and distribution are made, 

emphasizing just and democratic processes. We 

refer to food movements in the plural, recognizing 

the diversity of initiatives and organizing strategies 

that these movements encompass (Andrée et al., 

2019). For example, efforts toward community 

food security, fair trade, food sovereignty, and slow 

food can all be captured under the umbrella of 

food movements. Since the start of the pandemic, 

food movements have become the leading voices 

calling for policy responses to address the root 

causes of vulnerability and inequity in food sys-

tems, including poverty, systemic racism, settler-

colonialism, neoliberalism, and the ecological deg-

radation inherent to industrial methods of food 

production (Food Secure Canada, 2020; IPES-

Food, 2020). 

 In what follows, we provide detail on the 

methods for the literature scan and present the 

results focusing on the categories of food-security 

policy, funding, and programming; food security 

for individuals, households, and vulnerable popula-

tions; and food systems. We synthesize key trends 

and shifts in each of these areas, identify opportu-

nities for further research, and discuss the implica-

tions of these findings for food movements by 

focusing on opportunities for network formation, 

policy advocacy, and building local food systems in 

an evolving food-security landscape.  
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Methods 
Peer-reviewed literature for this scan was identified 

by searching the Academic Search Complete (from 

EBSCO) and 65 ProQuest databases on arts, 

economics, and science topics using a combination 

of these search terms: COVID-19; food security; 

food system; Canada. Articles in which food 

security was mentioned but was not a main focus 

were excluded. In total, 34 peer-reviewed articles 

were included in the scan covering the period of 

March 2020 to the end of August 2021. Canadian 

grey literature (e.g., reports, policy documents) was 

identified through a Google search using the terms 

outlined above as well as a targeted review of 

websites that we identified as a research team. 

These included federal government websites, 

nonprofit and charitable organizations in the food 

sector, and food-security research centers and think 

tanks. Media articles were consulted to 

contextualize information and fill in gaps from 

other sources. We recognize that there is a 

considerable volume of emerging research on food 

systems and COVID-19 in Canada that is not yet 

published, including that shared in webinars and 

conferences, and which is not captured by this 

scan. 

Results 
We present results from the literature scan in three 

key categories: (1) food-security policy, funding, 

and programming; (2) food security for individuals, 

households, and vulnerable groups; and (3) food 

systems. Food-security policy, funding, and pro-

gramming provide an overview of policy and fund-

ing responses to the pandemic from the federal 

government and civil society, as well as changes in 

emergency food programming. Food security for 

individuals, households, and vulnerable groups 

looks at food access during the pandemic, includ-

ing how this was shaped by employment, income, 

and food-provisioning strategies. Food systems 

focuses on broader changes to and supports for 

agri-food systems and supply chains disrupted by 

the pandemic.  

A number of civil society organizations (including 

nonprofit organizations and research centers) 

released policy statements in the early months of 

the pandemic in response to the challenges posed 

by COVID-19 (see Table 1). Some common policy 

priorities across these statements included increas-

ing financial resources for low-income households 

through a basic income or “dignity dividend”; 

funding a national school meal program; support-

ing Indigenous food sovereignty; and furthering 

Canada’s new national food policy (Government of 

Canada, 2020). Of note, since these proposals came 

out in spring 2020, a national food policy advisory 

council has been established to oversee the devel-

opment of this policy with a number of civil soci-

Table 1. Policy Proposals from Civil Society Organizations 

Organization Policy statement 

Community Food Centres Canada (2020) Coming out on the other side: A recovery plan for food security 

(https://cfccanada.ca/en/News-Events/Latest-

News/Announcements/Coming-out-the-other-side-a-recovery-plan-for-foo)  

Canadian Commission for UNESCO (2020) Now is the time to build sustainable food system resilience 

(https://ipolitics.ca/2020/07/15/now-is-the-time-to-build-sustainable-food-

system-resilience/)  

Centre for Studies on Food Security (2020) Statement on COVID-19  

(https://www.ryerson.ca/foodsecurity/about/food-security-covid19/)  

Food Secure Canada (2020) Growing resilience and equity: A food policy action plan in the context of 

COVID-19 

(https://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/foodsecurecanada.org/files/fsc_-

_growing_resilience_equity_10_june_2020.pdf)  

PROOF Food Insecurity Policy Research 

(Tarasuk, 2020) 

Food insecurity in Canada—Latest data from PROOF 

(https://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/webinar/)  

https://cfccanada.ca/en/News-Events/Latest-News/Announcements/Coming-out-the-other-side-a-recovery-plan-for-foo
https://cfccanada.ca/en/News-Events/Latest-News/Announcements/Coming-out-the-other-side-a-recovery-plan-for-foo
https://ipolitics.ca/2020/07/15/now-is-the-time-to-build-sustainable-food-system-resilience/
https://ipolitics.ca/2020/07/15/now-is-the-time-to-build-sustainable-food-system-resilience/
https://www.ryerson.ca/foodsecurity/about/food-security-covid19/
https://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/foodsecurecanada.org/files/fsc_-_growing_resilience_equity_10_june_2020.pdf
https://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/foodsecurecanada.org/files/fsc_-_growing_resilience_equity_10_june_2020.pdf
https://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/webinar/
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ety members. Food Secure Canada followed up on 

its initial policy statement one year later, calling for 

a “zero hunger Canada” post-pandemic (Cheng & 

Yasmeen, 2021).2 

 In terms of policy responses from the federal 

government,3 various initiatives were established, 

including some directly tied to food security and 

others providing broader income and financial sup-

port (see Table 2). Key food-security initiatives 

included the Emergency Food Security Fund and 

the Surplus Food Rescue Program. An additional 

investment was made to the existing Nutrition 

North Canada program. Compared to the systemic 

policy reforms called for among civil society organ-

izations, much of the food-security–specific federal 

funding was directed toward strengthening emer-

gency charitable food. 

 A number of broader programs relevant to 

food security were also implemented. Key among 

 
2 Additional civil society COVID-19 resources and responses from municipal, provincial, and territorial groups in Canada have been 

compiled by the Food Communities Network and are available at https://fcn-rcn.ca/key-projects-2/covid-19-responses/  
3 While provincial governments also provided food security supports, we are focusing on federal policy responses here in line with the 

national scope of this literature scan; research on the Manitoba provincial policy environment is ongoing separately as part of our 

community-based research.  

these was the Canadian Emergency Response Ben-

efit (CERB) introduced in March 2020 to provide 

income support for Canadians whose employment 

was disrupted by the pandemic. While not a perma-

nent program, for a time it provided a form of 

basic income. Studies investigating the relationship 

between CERB and food security are discussed in 

the following section. In addition, the Indigenous 

Community Support Fund was established to 

address the immediate pandemic health needs of 

Indigenous communities, including food security. 

Lastly, a variety of supports were made available to 

farmers and food processors.  

 Finally, changes to programming occurred 

among emergency food providers as they adapted 

to public health measures (Daily Bread Food Bank, 

2020; Food Banks Canada, 2020). A report by 

Food Banks Canada (2020) documented changes 

to service models including new home delivery, 

Table 2. Policy Responses from the Federal Government 

Food-security programs Purpose 

Emergency Food Security Fund 

(https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/agricultural-programs-and-

services/emergency-food-security-fund)  

For food banks and other food rescue organizations 

to meet immediate food needs. Total funding: 200 

million dollars.  

Surplus Food Rescue Program 

(https://www.canada.ca/en/agriculture-agri-

food/news/2020/08/surplus-food-rescue-program.html)  

To redirect surplus food towards community food 

organizations. Total funding: 50 million dollars.  

Nutrition North Canada 

(https://www.nutritionnorthcanada.gc.ca/eng/1593803686454/

1593803714791)  

Additional funding (25 million dollars) to enhance 

food subsidy rates and expand the list of subsidized 

foods.  

Income and financial support programs Purpose 

Canadian Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 

(https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/cerb-

application.html)  

To provide income support to employed and self-

employed individuals affected by the pandemic.  

Other programs Purpose 

Indigenous Community Support Fund (https://www.sac-

isc.gc.ca/eng/1585189335380/1585189357198)  

To support Indigenous communities in responding 

to immediate health needs, including food security. 

Total funding: Over one billion dollars.  

Financial support for farmers and food processors 

(https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/covid-19-financial-support-

farmers-and-food-processors)  

Variety of supports including wage top-ups, isolation 

support for temporary foreign workers, and funding 

to implement health and safety measures.  

https://fcn-rcn.ca/key-projects-2/covid-19-responses/
https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/agricultural-programs-and-services/emergency-food-security-fund
https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/agricultural-programs-and-services/emergency-food-security-fund
https://www.canada.ca/en/agriculture-agri-food/news/2020/08/surplus-food-rescue-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/agriculture-agri-food/news/2020/08/surplus-food-rescue-program.html
https://www.nutritionnorthcanada.gc.ca/eng/1593803686454/1593803714791
https://www.nutritionnorthcanada.gc.ca/eng/1593803686454/1593803714791
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/cerb-application.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/cerb-application.html
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1585189335380/1585189357198
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1585189335380/1585189357198
https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/covid-19-financial-support-farmers-and-food-processors
https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/covid-19-financial-support-farmers-and-food-processors
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take-out, drive-through, appointment, and pop-up 

location options. The extent to which these more 

flexible options may have benefits in reaching vul-

nerable populations now and beyond the pandemic 

is an area for further investigation. Food Banks 

Canada (2020, p. 19) also found that the pandemic 

encouraged food banks to “forge more extensive 

relationships” with cross-sector community part-

ners to deliver these programming changes as well 

as to serve groups beyond their regular client base, 

such as school programs and social housing.  

Overall, eight sources are included in this category 

and indicate that the pandemic has contributed to 

changes in income and employment, diet quality, 

and mental health with implications for food secu-

rity. Food security is measured through the Cana-

dian Community Health Survey (CCHS) adminis-

tered by the federal government. Food insecurity 

was higher in May 2020 (14.6%) compared to the 

same time in 2017–2018 (10.5%), driven by unem-

ployment and reduced wages (Statistics Canada, 

2020c).4 Some groups were more vulnerable to 

food insecurity than others. For example, food 

insecurity was at least twice as common among 

those applying for pandemic income support (such 

as CERB) in spring 2020 compared to non-

applicants (Men & Tarasuk, 2021). Meeting basic 

needs was also a particular challenge for visible 

minorities (Hou et al., 2020). Food insecurity was 

also associated with poorer mental health out-

comes (Polsky & Gilmour, 2020). On a more posi-

tive note, a study on diet quality among Quebec 

adults measured a slight increase in healthy eating 

at the start of the pandemic due to greater con-

sumption of home-cooked meals (LaMarche et al., 

2021). 

 A need for ongoing data collection and moni-

toring of these trends is consistently noted across 

these studies and supported by this literature scan, 

which reveals an overall lack of research and data 

 
4 Data recently released by Statistics Canada indicates that food insecurity in fall 2020 was slightly lower than 
prepandemic levels, likely because pandemic income support programs were in place by this time (Polsky & Garriguet, 
2022).  
5 A similar trend is noted by Statistics Canada for the period September to December 2020 (Polsky & Garriguet, 2022). 

on food security during the pandemic to date. 

Food-security data stratified by race/ethnicity for 

the prepandemic period of 2017–2018, based on 

analysis by the food-security research team 

PROOF (Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020), indicated 

higher rates of food insecurity among Black and 

racialized households.5 There is an urgent need for 

data stratified by race/ethnicity to fully understand 

the impacts of the pandemic on food access for 

vulnerable groups. This includes a need for more 

information about on-reserve Indigenous commu-

nities and some northern communities that are not 

included in the CCHS (Statistics Canada, 2021).  

 Some research considered Indigenous commu-

nities as a population vulnerable to food insecurity 

during the pandemic, although this research was 

not focused on measuring food security. Two stud-

ies advocated for a social determinants of health 

approach to situate food security within the broad-

er structural and health inequalities facing Indige-

nous communities (Richardson & Crawford, 2020; 

Spence et al., 2020). Levkoe et al. (2021) similarly 

argued that addressing Indigenous food insecurity 

during the pandemic must be rooted in a decolo-

nizing framework. Corntassel et al. (2020) looked 

at the everyday land and food activities Indigenous 

communities undertook to ensure food security. 

Levi and Robin (2020) further argued that public 

health measures (e.g., sheltering in place, social dis-

tancing, regular hand washing) cannot be followed 

by the many Indigenous families who lack access to 

clean water and live in overcrowded and substand-

ard housing. These conditions, the result of sys-

temic economic and social inequalities, further 

increase the risk of food insecurity for those 

already vulnerable. Understanding the extent and 

impact of COVID on food insecurity in BIPOC 

groups is a crucial area for further research.  

Overall, research in this area reveals changes to 

supply chains and consumer behaviors and atti-

tudes during the pandemic. A total of 48 sources 
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are included in this category and broken down into 

more specific themes as shown in Table 3.  

 The majority of the research in this section is 

from two special issues of the Canadian Journal of 

Agricultural Economics published in spring 2020 and 

spring 2021. The studies in these special issues are 

mostly focused on sector- and commodity-specific 

analyses. We pull out here the broader trends from 

these studies as they pertain to the overall func-

tioning of food systems during the pandemic.  

 While agri-food systems have experienced vari-

ous changes and disruptions (described more be-

low), most of the agricultural economics studies 

found that supply chains were resilient in the first 

18 months of the pandemic with respect to main-

taining a stable supply of food. This has been 

attributed in part to the Canada-U.S. border 

remaining open for trade and flexibility in regula-

tions (Arrell Food Institute & Canadian Agri-food 

Policy Institute, 2021). Although the food supply 

was stable overall, there were increases in food 

prices with implications for economic access to 

food (Charlevois et al., 2021). This overall stability 

in food supply to Canadians is not to discount 

shortages of some goods for periods of time or dis-

ruptions within certain sectors. In particular, poor 

working conditions and COVID-19 outbreaks in 

the meat-processing sector in western Canada dur-

ing the first wave were well documented in national 

media, including the impacts on a vulnerable work-

force composed of many temporary foreign work-

ers (Dryden & Rieger, 2021; The Canadian Press, 

2020). While this literature scan covers the period 

to the end of August 2021, it is worth noting that 

Table 3. Literature Sources on Food Systems 

Key themes  

Supply chains Agri food-system overviews: 

Resilience: Arrell Food Institute & Canadian Agri-food Policy Institute, 2021; Hobbs, 2020, 2021 

Food prices: Charlevois et al., 2021 

Supply and demand: Deaton & Deaton, 2020, 2021 

Labour: Larue, 2020, 2021 

Commodities: 

Export markets: Barichello, 2020; Yeung & Kerr, 2021 

Produce: Chenarides et al., 2021; Laplante et al., 2021; Richards & Rickard, 2020 

Grains and oilseeds: Brewin, 2020; 2021 

Meat: McEwan et al., 2020; 2021; Rude, 2020, 2021 

Wheat: Vercammen, 2020 

Dairy and poultry: Weersink et al., 2020, 2021 

Sectors: 

Food retail and service: Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020a; Goddard, 2020, 2021 

Temporary foreign workers: Falconer, 2020a, 2020b; Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, 

2020 

Transportation: Gray, 2020, 2021 

Processing: Hailu, 2020, 2021 

Production: Holland, 2020; Lawley, 2021 

Consumer 

behaviours/attitudes 

Food attitudes: 

Food waste: Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020d 

Food literacy: Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2021b 

Confidence in food industry: Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2021c 

Food purchasing: 

Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020b, 2020c, 2020e, 2021a; Cranfield, 2020; Statistics Canada, 

2020a, 2020b 

Local food turn: 

Willingness to pay: Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020f 

Home gardening: Mullins et al., 2021 

Attitudes: Polasub, Beckie, Knezevic, Nielsen, & Mah, 2020 

Virtual spaces: Radcliffe et al., 2021 
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further disruptions to supply chains due to 

COVID-19 transport and labor challenges interfac-

ing with severe weather in parts of the country 

have taken place since this time (for example, see 

Lorinc, 2022), and these are important trends to 

follow.  

 Some of the greatest impacts to supply chains 

were noted in the foodservice sector, which has 

been disproportionately impacted by lockdowns 

(Agri-food Analytics Lab, 2020a; Goddard 2020, 

2021). Research indicated that small grocery stores 

may have greater challenges offering online sales 

and keeping prices low compared to large chains 

(Hobbs, 2020; Richards & Rickard, 2020). The situ-

ation of temporary foreign workers (TFWs) also 

received attention. Falconer (2020a, 2020b) docu-

mented a decline in arrivals of TFWs in spring 

2020, posing challenges for farmers reliant on this 

workforce. TFWs were especially vulnerable during 

the pandemic due to crowded living conditions, 

limited access to healthcare, and growing employ-

ment in food processing, a sector hit hard by out-

breaks (Falconer, 2020a; Migrant Workers Alliance 

for Change, 2020).  

 The remaining research in this category 

focused on consumer food behavior and attitudes. 

Data on grocery shopping indicated “stockpiling” 

behavior during the early months of the pandemic 

(Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020b, 2020c, 2021a; 

Statistics Canada, 2020a, 2020b). Another key 

behavior change included more online food sales 

(Agri-Food Analytics Lab, 2020e; Polasub et al., 

2020). The role of time, income, and other socio-

economic factors in shaping food purchasing was 

also a key theme, with some regional differences 

observed across the country (Cranfield, 2020; 

Polasub et al., 2020).  

 A final key theme within consumer behavior 

and attitudes was a turn toward local food systems. 

Overall, increased awareness and heightened local 

food systems activity were observed. A survey six 

months into the pandemic found that most 

respondents were willing to pay more for locally 

grown fruits and vegetables (Agri-Food Analytics 

Lab, 2020f). A survey of food attitudes by Polasub 

et al. (2020) likewise found that consumer uncer-

tainty about supply chains translated into high lev-

els of support for local and regional food systems. 

In terms of participation in local food activities, a 

national home-gardening survey found that 

approximately 17% of respondents gardened for 

the first time in 2020 (Mullins et al., 2021). A num-

ber of media articles that we consulted reinforced a 

turn toward local food systems, including a surge in 

pandemic gardening and increased demand for 

local food (e.g., CBC News, 2020; Cox, 2021; 

Tutton, 2020). While an overall turn toward local 

food systems is fairly well-documented, less 

research focused on adaptations in the structures 

of local food systems. An exception is Radcliffe et 

al. (2021), who looked at how the Yellowknife 

Famers Market responded to the pandemic 

through the development of a virtual local food 

space.  

Insights for Food Movements  
Well before the COVID-19 pandemic began, food 

movements in Canada had been calling for trans-

formative policy changes to address the root causes 

of food insecurity and inequities. The start of the 

pandemic saw a resurgence in policy statements 

from civil society organizations laying out how pre-

existing inequities and vulnerabilities were wors-

ened by the pandemic and calling for renewed pol-

icy actions in response. This included statements 

by leading national civil society organizations such 

as Food Secure Canada, among others, with calls 

for a basic income, national school meal program, 

and support for Indigenous food sovereignty. The 

engagement in policy documented in this scan sup-

ports other recent analyses demonstrating that 

food movements are claiming more prominent 

spaces in food policy and governance (Andrée et 

al., 2019; Clark et al., 2021; Hassanein, 2003; Holt-

Giménez, 2011; Martorell & Andrée, 2018). The 

policy statements released by food movements in 

2020 exemplify this trend, demonstrating that food 

movements are increasingly concerned not only 

with what people eat but how decisions about food 

systems are made, and especially ensuring that 

structures are in place that support those most vul-

nerable (James et al., 2021). Research and data on 

food insecurity, as reviewed in this scan, indicate 

that racialized households and those relying on 

social assistance as a main source of income are 

more likely to experience food insecurity, while 
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temporary workers (who are more likely to be 

racialized) in supply chains also face special vulner-

abilities during the pandemic. Ongoing data collec-

tion and monitoring of food security and related 

health indicators are crucial to informing the 

efforts of food movement organizations on the 

ground responding to food needs and advocating 

for policy supports. 

 Realizing the transformative policy changes 

that food movements seek will require collabora-

tion and engagement between food movements 

(civil society organizations, the charitable sector, 

grassroot groups, local producers) and other sec-

tors. Here, findings from this literature scan offer 

insight into the potential for network formation. 

As Clark et al. (2021) discuss, a unique ability of 

food movements is to “convene” different actors 

in pursuit of shared food system goals. A notable 

finding from this scan is that food banks have 

developed new and strengthened relationships with 

other community agencies, governments, and local 

businesses since the start of the pandemic to adjust 

their programming and enhance efforts to reach 

vulnerable communities (Food Banks Canada, 

2020), as described in the policy, programming, 

and funding section of this scan. Our experiences 

in community food systems work in Manitoba sup-

ports this finding; for example, we have observed 

charitable food organizations engaging more with 

food-security advocacy and research organizations 

around how to build food-security policy supports. 

These new collaborations within food movements 

(e.g., between charitable and advocacy organiza-

tions) and across food movements, government, 

and local business offer promise for forming the 

networks that may enable collective action for food 

systems policy change post-pandemic. In our com-

munity-based research in Manitoba, this is a key 

area we plan to examine more closely by bringing 

together diverse food-security stakeholders 

through a participatory process to examine what 

resources and tools may contribute to further 

building and sustaining these networks in support 

of policy change and advocacy.  

 Also related to networks, another trend this lit-

erature scan speaks to are the new relationships 

between the government and charitable food 

organizations that formed as the federal govern-

ment began directly funding or transferring surplus 

food to these organizations (primarily food banks), 

as shown in the review of policy, programming, 

and funding included in this scan. Historically, this 

did not happen, as food banks are not deemed a 

formal part of the social welfare system in Canada. 

This change has become a point of tension: while 

charitable organizations need resources, many of 

these organizations—along with food-security 

advocates—do not want these organizations ‘legiti-

mized’ for risk of curtailing the government’s 

responsibilities in upholding the right to food and 

other social supports such as an adequate income. 

The ways in which food movements’ relationships 

with government may be evolving due to the 

pandemic, and particularly vis-à-vis funding 

arrangements, is an area that warrants ongoing 

attention.  

 In addition to insights for network formation 

and policy, we can also identify from this scan 

some key considerations for local food systems 

that are relevant to food movements concerned 

with building alternatives to the dominant food 

system. Overall, this scan observed a turn toward 

more local food systems. However, more research 

is needed to understand the opportunities (or limi-

tations) of virtual marketplaces in connecting pro-

ducers and consumers and for potentially scaling 

up these networks. There is also a need for more 

research to assess how different groups, and espe-

cially more vulnerable households, may be experi-

encing a resurgence of local food activity, such as 

home gardening or access to local and regional 

food options. This is crucial given the critiques of 

local food initiatives for catering to white, middle-

class consumers (e.g., DeLind, 2011); previous 

research indicates that low-income households 

value local food, but income and cost are con-

straints to access, as well as food environments and 

trust in the food system (Kramer et al., 2019). 

Food movements, and especially those in the areas 

of community food security and food justice, have 

been vocal in raising concerns that local food alter-

natives risk perpetuating the race- and class-based 

inequities that characterize the mainstream food 

system (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011).  

 Notably, we did not find research focused spe-

cifically on small-scale farmers or fishers. Research 
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in this area will be important to understanding sus-

tainable livelihoods for small-scale food providers 

and providing a more integrated picture of the 

development of local food systems now and post-

pandemic. Some studies noted that small retailers 

may have a hard time competing with large chains 

to keep prices low during a time of income uncer-

tainty for consumers. More research is needed to 

understand the experiences of small and independ-

ent retailers during the pandemic; this could be an 

important question for food movements to follow, 

particularly as the food retail industry is already 

highly consolidated, and food movements, espe-

cially farmers’ associations, union, and rural devel-

opment allies, have been a strong force speaking 

out against further concentration of power in the 

sector (IPES-Food & ETC Group, 2021). 

 In conclusion, the pandemic food-security 

landscape represents a dynamic moment for food 

movements in Canada. The vulnerabilities and in-

equities in the dominant food system revealed by 

the pandemic have reinforced the importance that 

food movements were placing on these issues well 

before COVID-19 and which they continue to 

raise. The pandemic food-security landscape high-

lights the potential and heightened importance for 

food movements to further convene diverse 

actors—both within food movements and with 

other sectors—to collectively respond to the chal-

lenges facing Canada’s food systems (Clark et al., 

2021). A turn toward local food systems during the 

pandemic may offer heightened opportunities for 

awareness and action on some of the causes and 

issues that food movements champion. Now and 

post-pandemic, we believe that the formation of 

new networks spanning food movements and 

other sectors, the associated opportunities for pol-

icy change and advocacy, as well as the ways in 

which renewed interest in local food systems may 

play into food movements’ aims and ambitions will 

be important considerations for food movements, 

their allies, and food systems scholars and practi-

tioners to follow.  
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