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Abstract 
Canada’s northern and remote regions experience 
high rates of food insecurity, exceptionally high 
food costs, environmental concerns related to 
contamination and climate change, and a diversity 
of other uniquely northern challenges related to 
food production, acquisition, and consumption. As 
such, there is a need to understand and develop 
strategies to address food-related concerns in the 
North. The diversity of communities across the 
North demands the tailoring of specific, local-level 
responses to meet diverse needs. Over the past 

decade, local networks have emerged as a powerful 
method for developing localized responses, 
promoting food security and the development of 
more sustainable food systems across Canada and 
North America. Despite this, there is a paucity of 
research examining challenges and effective 
approaches utilized by these local networks or their 
potential applicability for building food security in 
rural, remote, and northern communities. This 
research utilized participant observation as a 
method to examine the experiences of a Northern 
Canadian food security network. The experience of 
this network points to strategies that can lead to 
successful collaborative approaches aimed at 
implementing programs to address food security in 
northern and remote communities. 
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Introduction 
Canada’s northern and remote regions experience 
high rates of food insecurity, exceptionally high 
food costs, environmental concerns related to 
contamination and climate change, and a diversity 
of other uniquely northern food-related challenges. 
The diversity of communities across the North 
demands the tailoring of specific, local-level 
responses to meet diverse needs. Over the past 
decade, local networks have emerged as a powerful 
method for developing localized responses and 
promoting food security and the development of 
more sustainable food systems across Canada and 
North America. Despite this, there is a paucity of 
research examining challenges and effective 
approaches utilized by these local networks or their 
potential applicability for building food security in 
rural, remote, and northern communities. This 
article examines the experiences of a Northern 
Canadian food security network in an attempt to 
understand strategies that can lead to successful 
collaborative approaches to address food security 
in northern and remote communities.1 
 To contextualize the unique experiences of 
remote communities, we begin this article with an 
examination of existing evidence of food security 
issues in Northern Canada. This leads to examina-
tion of a community-led food assessment (CLFA) 
process2 utilized in a northern community to assess 
food security concerns and create an action plan. 
We then describe the application of non-
ethnographic participant observation as a method 
to examine the approach utilized by a Northern                                                         
1 For the purpose of this research we define success of a food 
network or coalition as the accomplishment of tasks and goals 
which the collaborative has set for itself 
2 The Community Food Security Coalition (n.d.) defined the 
basic concept of a “community food assessment” as “a 
participatory and collaborative process that examines a broad 
range of food-related issues and resources in order to inform 
actions to improve the community’s food system.” 
(Community Food Security Coalition, 2012). In Canada, 
several provincial level initiatives, including the Food Security 
Network of Newfoundland and Labrador, elaborated on this 
concept to define community-led food assessments as 
community food assessments that are primarily designed, 
implemented, and authored (“led”) by residents of the 
community.  

Canadian food security network to implement the 
action plan defined in the CLFA process. The 
experience of this network points to strategies that 
might lead to successful collaborative approaches 
aimed at implementing programs to address food 
security in northern and remote communities. 

Food Security in Northern Canada3 
Northern and remote Aboriginal communities in 
Canada experience numerous unique factors limit-
ing their ability to achieve food security. Many 
northern communities utilize a combination of 
store-bought foods, foods grown within or near 
communities, and “country foods”4 to meet nutri-
tional needs (Ferguson, 2011). Limiting factors on 
food security are related to all of these food acqui-
sition methods. 
 Long-distance transportation to remote areas 
has a significant impact on the availability, quality, 
and cost of store-bought foods. Fuel and other 
costs associated with food transportation contrib-
ute to food costs that are significantly higher than 
those found in Canada’s urban centers (Aboriginal 
and Northern Affairs Canada, 2008; Boult, 2004; 
Myers, Powell, & Duhaime, 2004). While food 
costs are higher in all of these communities when 
compared to their southern counterparts, costs in 
less accessible northern communities are even 
higher than costs in northern “service centers.” 
Increased food costs are not consistent across the 
North such that more remote communities (such 
as Old Crow and Pangnirtung) experience much 
higher costs than those found in remote service 
centers such as Yellowknife, Inuvik, and Happy 
Valley–Goose Bay.5 Issues related to the high costs 
of retail foods are further complicated for the sig-
nificant number of low-income households who                                                         
3 For the purposes of this research we define “Northern 
Canada” according to Statistics Canada’s delineation of the 
North; see (McNiven & Puderer, 2000). 
4 Many northern, rural, and remote communities use the term 
“country food” to refer to foods acquired through hunting, 
fishing, and gathering. 
5 Examination of the data provided by Aboriginal and 
Northern Affairs Canada indicates a trend when comparing 
“service centers” with smaller and more isolated communities; 
see (Aboriginal and Northern Affairs Canada, 2008). 
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face additional economic pressures in accessing 
healthy foods in the North (Boult, 2004; Myers et 
al., 2004). 
 In addition to the high cost of food, quality 
and availability are also concerns (Boult, 2004; 
Myers, et al., 2004). A survey of food quality and 
availability conducted in Labrador in 2001 revealed 
significant concerns related to the quality of perish-
able foods found in local stores (Ladouceur & Hill, 
2001). Ladouceur and Hill (2001) indicate that 80% 
of respondents also reported poor availability, indi-
cating that there was never or only sometimes 
enough variety of fresh fruits and vegetables avail-
able for purchase. Additional cultural and socioec-
onomic factors complicate issues of cost and avail-
ability. These include knowledge about how to 
prepare different foods, a limited range of choices 
for different foods, and the ability to prepare and 
consume healthy foods (Beaumier & Ford, 2010; 
Myers, et al., 2004). 
 A variety of factors limit the ability to produce 
or acquire food through gardening, farming, and 
fishing in northern communities. Short to non-
existent growing seasons, light levels, permafrost, 
and poor soil quality impact the capacity to grow 
food (Jóhannesson, 2012; Juday et al., 2010; 
Leahey, 1954). Some communities experience dif-
ficulty in accessing safe water for irrigation due to a 
variety of issues such as the impact of industrial 
development, mining, and hydroelectric projects on 
water quality (Airhart, Janes, & Jamieson, 2011; 
Jóhannesson, 2012; Myers, et al., 2004; Thompson, 
2005). Access to agricultural and fishing supplies is 
also limited, in terms of cost and selection, due to 
transportation issues which are similar to those that 
impact the cost and availability of store-bought 
foods (Airhart, et al., 2011; Jóhannesson, 2012) 
 The ability to access country foods is also 
coming under increased pressure. Traditional food 
access provides significant nutritional and social 
benefits (Boult, 2004; Chan et al., 2006; J. Ford et 
al., 2007; J. D. Ford, Pearce, Duerden, Furgal, & 
Smit, 2010; Myers, et al., 2004; Thompson, 2005). 
Impacts of climate change and environmental pol-
lutants are affecting plants and wildlife as well as 
access to traditional hunting, gathering, and fishing 
grounds (Boult, 2004; Meakins & Kurvits, 2009; 
Myers, et al., 2004; Thompson, 2005). Socio-

economic issues also affect access to country foods 
due to challenges such as the: costs of hunting, 
fishing, gathering supplies; ability to adapt work 
and school hours to seasonal harvesting periods; 
and loss of traditional knowledge about acquiring 
and preparing country foods (Boult, 2004; Chan, et 
al., 2006; Myers, et al., 2004). 
 Store-bought, “locally” produced, and country 
foods are the three main sources of food for 
northern communities. However, due to interre-
lated cost, quality, and availability barriers, northern 
communities do not have adequate access to these 
primary food sources. Despite the interrelation-
ships, there has been fairly little examination of 
northern food issues from a “food systems” per-
spective.6 A few examples of northern food sys-
tems studies are beginning to emerge. However, 
there exists little in terms of studies that document 
collaborative approaches used to formulate and 
implement food systems approaches in the North. 
With the exception of a handful of articles in the 
scholarly literature, there is also a paucity of infor-
mation on local-level food collaboratives in gen-
eral, or in the varied forms of food coalitions, net-
works, councils, or committees. 

Addressing the Delivery of Essential Services 
through Collaborative System-level 
Governance 
As a basic and essential human need, access to 
healthy, affordable food is critical to creating 
healthy and sustainable communities in the North. 
However, government oversight of food-related 
issues is often fragmented, having little cohesive 
oversight at municipal, regional, and provincial 
levels. 
 An examination of food-related governance 
structures provides some insight into issues of 
fragmentation. Today when we think of food pro-
duction and consumption we are assailed by a 
multitude of industries. We have food production 
with separate agriculture and fishery sectors, food 
industry with a multitude of processing and pack-
aging sectors, food sales with marketing, retail,                                                         
6 “Food systems” perspectives are defined as approaches that 
recognize the interrelatedeness of all aspects of food issues. 
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wholesale, and hospitality sectors, and finally 
waste-management sectors that deal with disposal 
or recycling of food wastes. There are sectors that 
each deal separately with labor, the various types of 
agriculture (fruit, vegetables, grains, dairy), food 
transportation, food safety, food culture (food TV, 
food magazines, food websites), school food, and 
diet-related health issues. Understanding the con-
nections among all of these sectors has become a 
complex and daunting task. 
 Added to this breakdown, division, and separa-
tion of food activities is the fragmentation of the 
political and decision-making structures surround-
ing food issues. This fragmentation is apparent 
when we look at the number of regulatory institu-
tions made solely and independently responsible 
for different food-related activities. There are 
departments of agriculture, trade, waste manage-
ment, labor, communications, tourism, transporta-
tion, and health, to name a few. All of the various 
food-related government and industry bodies cre-
ate policy and regulations to govern their own 
sectors of these critical systems. 
 Fragmented governance and industry oversight 
creates policy vacuums, where the absence of col-
laborative planning for food leaves gaps, duplica-
tion, and inadequacies in decision-making pro-
cesses (Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999, 2000). This 
occurs among decision-making bodies at all geopo-
litical levels: municipal, regional, state (or provin-
cial), federal, and international. For communities in 
Canada’s north, inadequate funding and capacity at 
municipal levels to plan for and coordinate food 
services exacerbates the situation. 
 What becomes apparent is that, despite the 
significance of food to healthy development in 
Canada’s north, current governance structures are 
not able to provide coordinated oversight for 
growth, changing needs, and circumstances. As 
such, there is a need to develop collaborative 
governance structures that can provide flexibility to 
adapt to the changing needs and circumstances of 
diverse and rapidly changing northern 
communities. 
 There is some promising evidence to suggest 
that collaborative, systems-level approaches, in the 
form of food councils, networks, and coalitions, 
can help to facilitate the development of healthy 

food systems (Dahlberg, 1994; Dahlberg, Clancy, 
Wilson, O’Donnell, & Hemingway, 1997; Harper, 
Shattuck, Holt-Giménez, Alkon, & Lambrick, 
2009; McNiven & Puderer, 2000; Schiff, 2007; 
Yeatman, 1994, 1997, 2003). The applicability, 
however, of such approaches in northern or 
remote communities remains largely unexplored. 
This research examines the experiences of a food 
security network in Happy Valley–Goose Bay, a 
remote community in Central Labrador. This net-
work employed a food systems perspective to 
develop a community food assessment and imple-
ment its recommendations. The experiences of 
Happy Valley–Goose Bay illustrate the nature of 
food security–related stress in northern and remote 
communities. This paper aims to analyze the strat-
egies that were used to develop community-based 
collaborative approaches to reduce food insecurity, 
as well as programs implemented to address the 
identified priorities.  

Research approach and methodology 
This research utilized non-ethnographic participant 
observation as a primary method. Participant 
observation is a valuable approach when a 
researcher is interested in gaining access to a 
“backstage culture” (DeMunck & Sobo, 1998, p. 
43). Kawulich (2005) explains five reasons for use 
of participant observation, as described in 
LeCompte and Schensul (2010, p. 91):  

• to identify and guide relationships with 
informants; 

• to help the researcher get the feel for how 
things are organized and prioritized, how 
people interrelate, and what are the cul-
tural parameters;  

• to show the researcher what the cultural 
members deem to be important in man-
ners, leadership, politics, social interaction, 
and taboos;  

• to help the researcher become known to 
the cultural members, thereby easing facil-
itation of the research process; and 

• to provide the researcher with a source of 
questions to be addressed with partici-
pants. 
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 Use of participant observation as a research 
method, according to those rationales, allows 
researchers a closer and more in-depth under-
standing of group dynamics. For that reason, and 
in the case of non-ethnographic applications, this 
method is particularly favored in organizational 
research (Iacono, Brown, & Holtham, 2009). 
Iancono et al. (2009) indicate that “sometimes 
participant observation arises from an ongoing 
work situation” (p. 42) as was the situation with 
our research. The researchers were members of 
this particular food network prior to and following 
this research. This situation is not uncommon in 
participant observation research. Iancono et al. 
(2009) describe typical situations and the value of 
this methodology in such situations in which 
members of organizations: 

are called upon to manage problematic 
situations characterised by indeterminacy, 
uniqueness and instability. Schon (1991, 
quoting Ackoff, 1979) appropriately terms 
such situations ‘messes.’ The best profes-
sionals are able to make sense of these 
‘messes,’ discern patterns, identify deviations 
from a norm, recognise phenomena and 
adjust their performance. Such processes 
may be intuitive, tacit, unconscious. The 
author terms this ‘reflection-in-action.’ (p.42) 

 As such, this paper presents a “reflection-in-
action” arising out of a year of participant observa-
tion with a food network in a northern, remote 
community. The food network is an unincorpo-
rated organization that was formed during a CLFA 
process. Membership includes representatives of a 
variety of sectors (such as housing, health, and 
education) as well as members of the general public 
who are interested in food security issues.7 Dr.                                                         
7 The network is not incorporated and has no legal 
structure and (at the time of writing this article) had no formal 
relationships with any incorporated organizations. The 
network identifies a project and a potential funding source, 
then identifies an organization with which to partner in a 
funding application. The partner organization holds the 
funding, but the network directs how the funding is used. For 
example, funding for the network coordinator position is 

Schiff is part of this informal network as a com-
munity activist and academic engaged in food secu-
rity concerns through project-based activism.  
 Dr. Schiff, a long-time food security activist, 
became involved with the network when she 
moved to the region, shortly after the CLFA pro-
cess and report were completed. The importance 
of research on the innovative and important work 
of the network was immediately obvious. With the 
knowledge and support of fellow network mem-
bers, Dr. Schiff began the participant observation 
research early on during her engagement with the 
network. Dr. Brunger, an anthropologist and expe-
rienced participant-observation researcher working 
with communities in the area, was brought in to 
contribute to the research by explicitly engaging 
Dr. Schiff in self-reflective scrutiny of the work of 
the network and of her dual role as community 
member/activist and researcher.  
 Methodologically this research engages the 
community in participatory action research, but in 
this case, the community engagement preceded the 
intent to conduct research. Research Ethics Board 
(REB) review was not required for this participant 
observation research, and in keeping with the 2nd 
edition of the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2) 
(Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural 
Sciences and Engineering Research Council of 
Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada , 2010), Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) (2008), and 
National Aboriginal Health Organisation (NAHO) 
(2003) guidelines, Aboriginal community consent 
was not sought, as the research was not conducted 
specifically with Aboriginal communities. How-
ever, informal consultation and support from 
Aboriginal community members of the network 
was ongoing (in keeping with Brunger & Bull, 
2011). This research, like the activism itself, is 
grounded in an explicit critique of historical rela-
tions of power within the region. Constituencies 
are not represented within the network, but food 
security issues affect those communities that have                                                                                      
distributed directly from the partnering nonprofit organization 
to the coordinator.  
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been most 
negatively 
impacted by a 
long history of 
colonialist 
economic and 
social policies at 
various levels of 
government. 
Therefore, while 
the research was 
not “with” any 
given Aboriginal 
community, food 
security issues 
are more deeply 
felt in some 
communities 
than others.  
 Appreciation 
of the need for 
ongoing negotia-
tion of the 
collective risks of 
research was a 
key feature of 
the participant 
observation 
research. In 
particular we 
paid attention to 
moments when 
possible changes to risks and benefits of the 
research in relation to particular communities 
might shift whether and how collective consent 
should take place (as described in Burgess & 
Brunger, 2000; F. Brunger & Weijer, 2007). The 
authors, through their work with the Labrador 
Aboriginal Health Research Committee,8 are con-
stantly engaged in the process of discussing the                                                         
8 The Labrador Aboriginal Health Research Committee 
(LAHRC) is a group composed of representatives of all the 
Aboriginal communities in Labrador to support research 
activities designed to assist Labrador Aboriginal communities 
and organizations in their efforts to promote healing, wellness, 
and improve health services in their communities. The authors 
are each invited non-Aboriginal members of the LAHRC.   

implications of this and other research for 
Aboriginal communities specifically and generally: 
There is an explicit understanding that if results 
implicate particular Aboriginal communities or 
groups, those results would be discussed with 
those communities and disseminated with the 
support of community leadership.  

Community Description 
Happy Valley–Goose Bay (HVGB) is a remote, 
northern town located in the Lake Melville region 
of central Labrador. With a population of 
approximately 7,500, it is the largest community in 
Labrador and serves as the administrative center 
for the region. HVGB is the only community with 
a direct link to all communities in Labrador by sea, 

Figure 1. Transportation Map of Labrador

Map provided courtesy of R. Sparkes.
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air, or (unpaved) road. As such, it is a hub for 
those traveling within Labrador and between 
Labrador and Canada’s major urban centers. Figure 
1 illustrates the town’s situation within Labrador as 
a hub for transportation and service delivery. 
 Due to the town’s strategic role as a service 
center, people from other communities within 
Labrador come to HVGB for varying periods of 
time to access services. HVGB is a primary loca-
tion for residents of Labrador to access health and 
dental care; make court appearances; visit relatives 
who are located in the HVGB area; commute to 
jobsites; access retail and banking services; and 
access other provincial, federal, and Aboriginal 
government services. Inuit and many Inuit-
descendent communities along Labrador’s Atlantic 
Coast, as well as the Innu First Nation communi-
ties of Sheshatshiu and Natuashish, rely on HVGB 
for essential services. It is a primary location for 
private- and public-sector regional or headquarter 
offices, including those of the provincial govern-
ment, Aboriginal governments (Nunatsiavut gov-
ernment, NunatuKavut Community Council), and 
Labrador-Grenfell Regional Health Authority. 
 While many food security issues are generaliza-
ble across the North, a diversity of communities 
and cultures also points to unique issues for indi-
vidual regions and municipalities. A 2011 report on 
food security in HVGB details some specific evi-
dence of their effect in the Central Labrador region 
(Airhart, et al., 2011). The report details high food 
costs, poor quality of perishable food items, limita-
tions on agricultural production and fishing, and 
decreased access to country foods as significant 
limiting factors to food security in the region. 
These issues are described in more detail below to 
provide an understanding of the ways in which that 
community experiences food insecurity. It also 
provides context for the development of a collabo-
rative entity to address these concerns. 

Upper Lake Melville Community Led Food 
Assessment9 
Similar to most other northern and remote com-
munities, HVGB experiences challenges related to                                                         
9 This section is based heavily on Airhart et al., 2011. 

food accessibility, adequacy, and affordability. In 
2010 the Food Security Network of Newfoundland 
and Labrador (FSN-NL), a nonprofit umbrella 
organization for food security initiatives in the 
province, received funding from the provincial 
government to support an investigation of food 
issues in the Upper Lake Melville10 region. A 
CLFA was conducted during 2010–2011. The year-
long process, which commenced in July 2010, was 
designed to be a community-driven process, 
whereby community opinions, priorities, and solu-
tions to food security issues informed the resulting 
projects. In staying consistent with the values of 
“community-led” food assessments, a resident of 
the Lake Melville region who had experience and 
knowledge regarding food issues was hired as pro-
ject coordinator. The coordinator was supported 
by the regional health authority, the FSN-NL, and 
a local steering committee that was formed to 
advise and oversee the research. The steering 
committee was composed of a cross-section of 
food system representatives, including producers, 
consumers, and various government and nonprofit 
agencies. Prior to the CLFA no similar committee, 
composed of a cross-section of food systems 
representatives, had ever existed in the region. 
 The coordinator utilized several types of infor-
mation-gathering techniques. These included an 
environmental scan, surveys, focus group discus-
sions, media interviews, and public information 
sessions, as well as interviews with a diverse range 
of stakeholders (health workers, dieticians, food 
producers, food retailers, health promotion work-
ers, school board officials, teachers, college stu-
dents, parents, clergy, community workers, food 
bank operators, rural development workers, town 
council members, fishers and hunters, gardeners, 
and residents of government housing neighbor-
hoods). 
 A report was produced on the outcomes of the 
CLFA (Airhart, et al., 2011). It provides a general 
overview of the geography of the region as well as                                                         
10 The Upper Lake Melville region encompasses the 
communities of HVGB, Mud Lake, Sheshatshiu Innu First 
Nation, and North West River. HVGB is, by significant 
measure, the largest of these communities and acts as the 
service hub for those other small communities in the region.  
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demographic, economic, and select health indica-
tors for each community and for the region as a 
whole. This section includes some description of 
food-related health indicators providing evidence 
to suggest poor nutrition among residents, high 
obesity rates, and well above-average prevalence of 
diabetes.11 These findings suggest food insecurity 
issues similar to those found elsewhere across the 
North. The report also provides an overview of the 
food system in the Lake Melville region, including 
an assets and gaps analysis of the regional food 
system, a “community action plan,” and a process 
for evaluating implementation of the plan. 
 There are three primary sections of the report 
that contribute to an overall description of the 
regional food system. These sections focus on “the 
cost of healthy eating”; “community food produc-
tion”; and “community food access and distribu-
tion.” The cost of healthy eating section of the 
report identifies food costs as a primary concern. 
Although costs are lower than those in more 
remote communities, retail food prices are still 
higher than those in “southern” and more accessi-
ble regions of Canada. High food costs are identi-
fied as especially concerning for those living on 
low incomes who might have to make choices 
between paying rent and buying groceries or for 
parents who skip meals to ensure that their chil-
dren will have enough to eat. 
 The report indicates that the Lake Melville 
region experiences a variety of challenges and 
strengths related to community food production. 
Climate, natural soil quality, watershed condition, 
and availability of land present a variety of barriers. 
These are further complicated by water and soil 
quality concerns due to contamination from 
industrial development and former waste disposal 
practices at the Goose Bay Canadian Forces Base. 
Despite the existence of several farms in the area, 
producers are challenged by environmental condi-
tions as well as government policies that restrict 
the ability to develop land for agriculture. 

                                                        
11 The report provides a detailed and lengthy discussion of 
food-related health indicators and their impact on individual 
and community health and well-being. 

 The report also discusses strengths and chal-
lenges with regard to fishing and traditional food 
access. Many Innu, Inuit, and Inuit-Métis residents 
in the region identify access to country foods and 
use of traditional hunting and gathering practices as 
being significant to their physical and emotional 
health. Primary concerns identified in the report 
focus on loss of traditional knowledge. These 
activities are also limited due to issues related to 
climate change and concerns about environmental 
contaminants resulting from industrial develop-
ment activities. 
 A few challenges are identified in relation to 
what the report refers to as “community food 
access and distribution.” One of the primary chal-
lenges faced by low-income earners is the distance 
between low-income housing areas and grocery 
stores. Much of the social (often government-
supported) housing in the Upper Lake Melville 
region is not within walking distance of grocery 
stores, meaning that many residents depend on 
convenience stores for their food purchases. 
Another challenge relates to the range of food 
items available for purchase at grocery stores and 
other food outlets. The report indicates that freight 
costs are a limiting factor in the ability of the two 
major retailers to provide a diverse range of 
products. 
 Initial data-gathering techniques for the CLFA 
were followed by a community-based priority-
setting process. A list of community priorities was 
compiled based on the information that came from 
the earlier data collection. Community members 
were then brought together in various settings to 
discuss these priorities and to decide which ones 
they considered most important, which were 
achievable, and how to implement action plans to 
address these priorities. The report indicates that 
six priorities were identified by the community 
through the research:  

1. Development of a community farmers’ 
market; 

2. Incorporating food-growing and nutritious 
food preparation skills into the education 
system; 

3. Creation of community gardens (particu-
larly in low-income neighborhoods); 
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4. Supporting and teaching wild food harvest-
ing and preserving skills; 

5. Increasing community capacity for growing, 
preserving, and cooking; and 

6. Creating a gleaning and good food box 
program. 

 Following identification of these priorities, the 
report lays out a community food action plan that 
describes each priority in further detail. An addi-
tional priority, “barriers to farming and new farm-
ers,” was also added in this section of the report. 
The action plan also identified inputs, activities, 
outputs, and expected short- and long-term out-
comes for each priority. The report concludes with 
a process to evaluate implementation of the plan 
according to key indicators and evaluation methods 
for each of the expected short- and long-term out-
comes. 

Lake Melville Food Security Network 
Following the launch of the report, the cross-
sectoral steering committee that had been formed 
to oversee the CLFA remained in place to become 
the Lake Melville Food Security Network and to 
work on implementation of the priorities. Funding 
for the CLFA process also extended for several 
months after the launch of the report so that the 
CLFA project coordinator was able to stay in a 
paid position to drive implementation of the prior-
ities. Extension of the paid coordinator into the 
implementation phase was critical in terms of 
bridging from research to action, carrying through 
critical knowledge and relationships built during 
the CLFA process. During the first year, the food 
security network was able to fully or partially 
implement five of the six CLFA priorities. 
 The first priority, a community farmers’ mar-
ket, was established during the final stages of the 
CLFA in June 2011, after it had been identified as a 
top priority. The market grossed CDN$28,629 in 
sales during the nine-week period that it ran, with 
local food producers generating 42% of the sales 
and 2,195 participants attending the market over 
the course of the nine weeks. The market also pro-
vided a venue for canning and preserving work-
shops with community residents, which helped to 
address the fifth CLFA priority. For the second 

year of market operation, the food security net-
work received additional funding to expand market 
hours and include a café. A significant portion of 
this funding came from government (a crown cor-
poration) and businesses which had been investing 
in the community in anticipation of an upcoming 
hydroelectric project in the region. 
 The second priority, which focused on food 
growing and nutritious food preparation in 
schools, also met with immediate success. A chil-
dren’s community garden was established on cen-
trally located town property provided by the mu-
nicipality of Happy Valley–Goose Bay. Approxi-
mately 150 children from the elementary and mid-
dle schools took part in the community garden 
project, where they received instruction on planting 
seeds, tending the garden, and harvesting. This was 
followed by a harvest celebration where the chil-
dren used the produce from their garden to create 
a nutritious school lunch. The principals of both 
schools expressed support and enthusiasm for 
continuation of the project in future years. Funding 
was secured to build on the project in the second 
year through incorporation of a greenhouse facility 
and additional growing stations in the schools. The 
food security network was also approached by the 
principal of the middle school to investigate possi-
bilities for nutritious food preparation programs. 
This resulted in after-school programming involv-
ing a variety of food-related workshops in the mid-
dle school and expansion to the elementary school.  
 The third priority, creation of community 
gardens, also met with success. In addition to the 
children’s garden, in 2012 Newfoundland and 
Labrador Housing Corporation provided the food 
security network with a vacant block of land in a 
low-income area of Happy Valley–Goose Bay. This 
opportunity was facilitated by the corporation’s 
representative on the food security network. Fund-
ing provided through a “Wellness Grant” from the 
provincial health ministry provided support for 
involvement of low-income seniors in the garden 
project. Two community kitchens were established 
in the same low-income neighborhood, further 
supporting the fifth priority. The kitchens attracted 
several hundred participants in the first year. They 
were run collaboratively by the CLFA coordinator 
and a Health Canada nutritionist. Operation of the 
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kitchens was also supported through food dona-
tions from local food retailers and provincial 
funding from the Newfoundland and Labrador 
Housing Corporation. 

Challenges and Future Directions 
While the network met with considerable success, 
it experienced a few questions and concerns that 
are critical to consider when understanding the 
scope and capacity of its work. A variety of chal-
lenges were subsumed by what appeared to be one 
most significant challenge, which arose only after 
the network had implemented most of its priori-
ties. This was the broader question of determining 
what type of organization it wanted to be, based on 
options available to the group at the time: unincor-
porated association, incorporated nonprofit, sub-
committee of an incorporated organization, or 
subcommittee of a government department. This 
question arose primarily due to questions of fund-
ing and project implementation. Throughout its 
existence, the organization had worked to develop 
project plans and acquire funding, which would 
then be passed over to another organization that 
would administer the program or activity. This 
approach had worked quite successfully and con-
tributed to its success. There was an interest, 
however, among some members for the network 
to acquire its own funding and implement projects 
independently. The network had also run into 
obstacles, on occasion, where it was unable to avail 
itself of opportunities or funding due to its inability 
to identify a suitable and willing incorporated body 
to take on a particular project. 
 
Despite these obstacles, the network had concerns 
about changing its status. On one hand, members 
felt that “joining” an existing organization, in the 
current governance context, would impact its 
ability to maintain autonomy and a food systems 
approach. The network also felt that the reasons 
for incorporation were not yet strong enough and 
that, despite the lack of incorporation, it had still 
been able to maintain a degree of formality and 
carry out most of its objectives. Ultimately, the 
network decided to maintain its existing form. It 
did, however, draft an application for incorpora-
tion, including constitution and bylaws, in the case 

that it ever needed to swiftly incorporate to take 
advantage of a significant funding opportunity. 
 Another related challenge was the lack of 
secure funding for the coordinator position. Con-
cern over stability of funding to ensure paid staff 
support is common and a primary concern among 
many food coalitions, networks, and councils 
(Harper et al., 2009; Schiff, 2007). In this case, the 
network was fortunate in that the coordinator was 
a key “champion” of food security initiatives and 
continued to provide volunteer (unpaid) support 
through times when there was no funding for a 
paid position. In the absence of such a champion 
or in the event that a champion was not able to 
provide unpaid support, it is doubtful that the 
network could have implemented as many projects 
within such a short timeframe. Another fortunate 
funding circumstance for the network was the 
presence of a key member representing a non-
profit, community development organization. 
Through that member’s interest in and support of 
food security initiatives, the network was able to 
garner in-kind and monetary support that was key 
in the implementation of several priorities. The 
network would not have ceased to function 
without these valuable community champions, but 
its ability to implement priorities would have been 
hindered and delayed. 
 A final challenge related to the ability of the 
network to engage outside of HVGB, with the 
broader Upper Lake Melville region. While the 
CLFA report indicated engagement with the whole 
of the Upper Lake Melville region, much of the 
network’s initial project activities occurred within 
the municipal limits of HVGB. Although the net-
work consciously sought opportunities to imple-
ment projects in the other communities in the 
region, few arose outside of the HVGB municipal 
area. This might have been due to a few factors. 
Programs in HVGB reached a broad range of 
Upper Lake Melville residents, reducing the need, 
for example, to implement a second community 
market in one of the other communities. There 
might also have been interest in establishing suc-
cess in certain programs in HVGB, such as com-
munity gardens and food education in schools, 
before attempting implementation in the region’s 
smaller communities. 
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 Despite these challenges, the success of the 
Lake Melville Food Security Network in imple-
menting most of the CLFA priorities within one 
year is noteworthy. It is the process and factors 
involved in the success of this collaborative effort 
that are particularly notable in providing guidance 
and strategies that might be utilized in other north-
ern or remote regions for building successful 
CLFA processes and community food security 
networks. 

Lessons Learned:  
Strategies for Success in the Development 
of Northern Food Networks 
Food systems networks, councils, and working 
groups often encounter a variety of organizational, 
procedural, and external factors that can support or 
hinder success. Many of these factors are docu-
mented in existing scholarly literature (Clancy, 
Hammer, & Lippoldt, 2007; Dahlberg, 1994; 
Dahlberg et al., 1997; Hawe & Stickney, 1997; 
Lang, Rayner, Rayner, Barling, & Millstone, 2005; 
Schiff, 2005, 2007; Webb, Pelletier, Maretzki, & 
Wilkins, 1998; Yeatman, 1994, 1997) and reports 
found in the grey literature (Boron, 2003; Harper et 
al., 2009). These works are mutually reinforcing 
and have created a theoretical basis for under-
standing the ways in which local food councils and 
networks operate. The experiences of the Lake 
Melville Food Security Network are particularly 
noteworthy, however, as they point to additional 
factors not yet covered in existing literature, 
particularly with respect to success and the viability 
of such organizations in northern, remote, and 
Aboriginal communities. 
 The experiences of this network warrant 
attention particularly due to its success with 
addressing priorities and actions set forth in the 
community plan. The priorities and action items 
identified in the plan were not insignificant tasks 
for a northern community (such as starting a 
famers’ market and school gardening program), yet 
the group was able to address most priorities 
within a year of implementation. This is a remark-
able feat when compared with the documented 
experiences of food policy councils, which can 
struggle for years to gain structure and implement 
priorities (Schiff, 2007; Yeatman, 1994). It is the 

processes and factors involved in the success of 
this collaborative effort that are particularly note-
worthy in providing potential guidance and 
strategies which might be utilized in other northern 
and remote regions for building successful 
approaches for food networks, councils, coalitions, 
or other collaborative efforts for community food 
security. 
 The experiences of the Lake Melville Food 
Security Network point to four critical factors in 
building capable, resilient, and effective collabora-
tive structures: cross-sectoral membership with 
private-sector engagement; “tilling the ground”; 
flexibility and working with opportunity; and 
utilizing quick wins to build political capital. It 
should be noted that this analysis posits that all of 
these factors were critical to the work of this 
group, and that no factor takes precedence or 
importance over any other. What follows is a brief 
description of these approaches and their benefits 
for building successful collaboratives. 

Cross-sectoral membership with 
private-sector engagement 
The food security network took an intentionally 
cross-sectoral approach, engaging partners from a 
multitude of sectors and from various levels of 
government and nonprofit organizations. The 
diversity of membership brought through a cross-
sectoral approach allowed members to learn about 
an issue, challenges, and potential solutions from a 
diversity of perspectives, stimulating innovation 
and new solutions. Engagement across sectors is a 
common or standard approach in food councils 
and food networks. What makes the approach of 
Lake Melville Food Security Network noteworthy 
is that, although formal membership in the organi-
zation was essentially limited to the public sector, 
there was conscious and targeted engagement with 
the private sector.  
 The network formed a variety of partnerships 
with private-sector interests, two of which are 
particularly noteworthy. The first was a partnership 
with the regional economic development board. 
Although the economic development board was a 
government-funded nonprofit organization, it 
provided a bridging role, assisting the network in 
building partnerships with private-sector entities. 
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The other noteworthy approach to private-sector 
engagement was in direct relationship to major 
development projects, specifically a major 
hydroelectric project and renewed interest in 
uranium exploration in the region. Private-sector 
entities that were embarking on these major 
development projects12 were searching for oppor-
tunities to invest in public welfare and community 
health. The food security network identified oppor-
tunities to utilize this interest to obtain funding, 
resources, and other forms of support for imple-
menting priorities in community plans. Most 
importantly, the network was able to take advan-
tage of such resources while maintaining autonomy 
in its decision-making processes. Engaging with 
businesses and developers in ways that maintain 
public ownership and autonomy of the group may 
be a useful approach for other northern commu-
nities undergoing rapid economic growth and 
experiencing the pressures associated with large-
scale industrial development.  

Tilling the ground through CLFAs 
The CLFA process contributed significantly to the 
capacity of the food security network to implement 
its priorities. The activity surrounding the CLFA 
raised awareness throughout the community and 
created an environment of heightened interest in 
food issues, a critical approach in isolated commu-
nities where knowledge of the discourses of 
(community) food security is still limited. Essen-
tially, the CLFA process was “tilling the ground” 
for the cultivation of partnerships, community 
concern, understanding of the issues, and invest-
ment in solutions. It clearly laid out a variety of 
community assets, gaps, and priority issues to focus 
the group’s activities. The action plan produced 
through the CLFA process also allowed for flexi-
bility in how and when priorities would be imple-
mented. The significance of flexibility in plans 
should not be underestimated: creating definite 
timelines and structure for interpreting and imple-
menting priorities can lead to disillusionment,                                                         
12 These entities included, for example, those directly linked to 
a major hydroelectric project in the region and other major 
industrial and land developments associated with that project. 

disengagement, and disbanding of collaboratives 
when they are unable to meet the exact goals set by 
a plan. 

Flexibility and working with opportunity 
Flexible plans paved the way for another critically 
useful approach in the context of rapid economic 
change: working with opportunity. The food 
security network moulded its activities to adapt to 
any opportunities as they arose; for example, 
opportunities for funding, other resources, and 
current events as opportunities for public outreach 
and education. The greatest degree of success in 
this approach came when group members were 
able to drop an activity that was proving unpro-
ductive at a particular point and move on to new 
opportunities and ideas. A final aspect of the 
approach involved the willingness and capacity of 
the groups to encourage, utilize, and celebrate the 
opportunities presented by “champions” for 
various initiatives and projects. Yeatman’s (1994, 
1997) early work on food councils pointed to the 
significance of champions. The Lake Melville food 
security network was especially successful with this 
approach. The group consistently utilized a 
combination of champions, existing resources, and 
external opportunities or interest to decide whether 
to pursue a particular initiative, or store away the 
idea in the event of future, improved opportunities 
for implementation. 

Quick wins and political capital 
A final aspect of this group’s capacity to achieve its 
goals could be attributed to “quick wins.” Al-
though the food security network was not delib-
erately focused on quick wins, working with 
opportunity led to the implementation of some 
immediately successful projects. The group was 
able to identify projects that could be implemented 
fairly quickly (due either to relative simplicity or 
support from an external partner or champion) and 
that had the potential to draw widespread public 
attention. An additional benefit of quick wins is 
their capacity to create broader public support for a 
collaborative. Allowing private-sector, political, or 
other external partners to take credit can quickly 
build valuable political capital. Public and political 
recognition and support then allows for a shift 
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from programmatic to higher-level policy-oriented 
solutions. 
 These aspects of success should be considered 
in the context of the challenges, concerns, and 
questions the organization faced regarding its 
status as an unincorporated entity. The capacity to 
remain flexible and work with opportunity, two 
critical components of the group’s success, might 
in fact have been facilitated by the organization 
remaining unincorporated. Concerns over the 
network’s status, however, were significant and 
should not be minimized. They present a critical 
area for consideration in the development and 
growth of northern food networks. Food net-
works, coalitions, and councils should continue to 
reflect critically on their own activities, needs, and 
opportunities, and respond to the unique gover-
nance situations presented in their municipalities or 
local government areas. 

Conclusion: Toward Flexible and 
Collaborative Governance for 
Northern Food Networks 
Canada’s northern and Arctic regions experience 
high rates of food insecurity, high food costs, 
environmental concerns related to food shipping 
and climate change, and a diversity of other 
challenges related to food production, acquisition, 
and consumption. Despite the significance of food 
to healthy development in Canada’s north, current 
governance structures are not able to provide coor-
dinated oversight for changing needs and circum-
stances. Critical issues associated with food are 
often fragmented, having little cohesive oversight 
at municipal, regional, and provincial levels. As 
such, there is a need for development of gover-
nance structures that can provide flexibility to 
adapt to the changing needs and circumstances of 
diverse and rapidly changing northern 
communities. 
 The experiences of the Lake Melville Food 
Security Network provide some promising evi-
dence to suggest that collaborative, systems-level 
approaches can help to address food concerns in 
northern, remote communities. However, HVGB’s 
role as a service center, and relatively large 
population base compared to some other northern 
settlements, suggest that further investigation may 

be warranted to determine the applicability of such 
models in smaller, more remote, or non–service 
center communities. These experiences also point 
to some approaches to food systems collaboration, 
as grounded in existing theory on the subject, that 
might increase capacity to implement solutions for 
food coalitions across diverse geographies. This 
research contributes to that existing literature 
through the addition of information as to how 
northern and remote communities can utilize 
community food assessment and food coalition 
models. In particular, we point to and elaborate on 
certain factors that might contribute to success and 
viability of such approaches in northern, remote, 
and Aboriginal communities. This research 
suggests approaches for other communities, in 
particular that collaborative efforts should consider 
the values of cross-sectoral membership, private-
sector engagement, creation of flexible community 
plans, and utilization of quick wins to build 
political capital. One of the most productive 
approaches suggested by this research is for 
collaboratives to consider working with 
opportunity. The willingness and capacity of 
groups to encourage, utilize, and celebrate oppor-
tunities and successful outcomes is critical to 
maintaining a healthy organizational culture and 
environment for collaboration.  
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