vancouver’s
neighbourhood
food networks

What are Neighbourhood Food
Networks?
Neighbourhood Food Networks are coalitions of organizations working
together to advance food security at the community level.

Food security means that everybody has access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food for an active and healthy life.

Neighbourhood Food Networks have evolved to meet the unique
needs of Vancouver communities and support the development of
healthy and inclusive food systems for community members. Through
food skills initiatives and other network activities, neighbours meet
neighbours; they contribute energy and imagination to change their
own communities for the better. Empowering communities and
individuals to build a healthier and more just food system is a key
success of the NFNs.
Neighbourhood Food Networks support a wide range of projects that
engage communities and enrich the local food system. These include
community gardens, pocket markets, food skills workshops, school
garden programs, good food boxes, community kitchens and potlucks,
and food celebrations. Whether the focus is on health and nutrition,
food justice or the environment, the richness of the NFN movement
demonstrates the incredible energy and passion fuelling the Vancouver
food movement.
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Although Vancouver is a city of abundance, it is also Canada’s most
expensive place to live. This means that some families and individuals
in our communities do not have the resources to access food of their
own choosing in the quantities they need.
These community members may include:
• Seniors with mobility issues unable to easily travel to grocery stores
• Indigenous people, newcomers to Canada and others who may not have
access to culturally appropriate food
• Children who rely on school food programs to meet their nutritional
needs
• Working families trying to stretch limited food budgets by choosing
lower quality food items or simply going without
• People on fixed incomes

Neighbourhood Food Networks play an important role in connecting
people who are vulnerable to supports in the community and
advocating with them to policy makers and other agencies.
Each Network is unique and has evolved to meet the social and cultural
needs of the neighbourhood and build relationships within the local
community. This intimate knowledge allows Networks to be creative
and resourceful in engaging volunteer groups, non-profit organizations
and faith-based service providers, policy makers and funders to improve
the lives of individuals and families within their communities.
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Right to Food
Neighbourhood Food Networks support a ‘right to food’ philosophy,
meaning that everyone has the right to food that is healthy and
nutritious, affordable, culturally appropriate and sustainably produced.
Neighbourhood Food Networks advocate a shift from the traditional
charity model which fosters dependence, toward food justice which
supports social equality and empowerment. They envision a just,
sustainable and secure food system for all no matter what one’s income
level is.

In a just system, individuals have the financial means necessary
to eat and live with dignity and the knowledge to make good
food choices for themselves and their families. A just system
is inclusive and recognizes that all people have the right to
high quality, nutrient-rich food. A just system is supported by
policies that consider the effect of land use and gentrification on
neighbourhood food access and ensures that affordable housing
options provide safe and appropriate cooking and food storage
facilities, for example.
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Impact on the Community
Community-led initiatives promote health, wellness and positive
change on a neighbourhood scale. By providing opportunities for
positive community engagement, Neighbourhood Food Networks:
• Increase food security among underserved community members
• Increase the number of community food assets, such as community
gardens, urban orchards, food markets, and community kitchens
• Advocate for policy change in the interest of more just, sustainable, and
healthy local food systems
• Focus on food as a way to bring people together and develop community,
promoting inclusion and a sense of belonging
• Build partnerships with other community coalitions, non-profits,
governments and businesses
• Develop the capacity of community volunteers and leaders
Examples of initiatives and their impacts:

COMMUNITY GARDENS
Community gardens aren’t just about food production. They connect
people around the rich experience of growing food and foster
environmental stewardship by deepening our relationship with the land.
Community gardens can also provide opportunities for relationships
to form between different generations and cultures, as participants are
encouraged to impart their wisdom to others.
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COMMUNITY KITCHENS
Community kitchens connect participants through the act of preparing
food. They create social and entrepreneurial opportunities as community
volunteers are developed into community leaders, who in turn mentor
others to build capacity.

CELEBRATIONS
Celebrations involving food meet physical, spiritual, social and emotional
needs, while at the same time increasing community awareness around
food security and reducing social isolation. Neighbourhood potlucks are
a fun way to meet and connect around a meal on a very local level.

SCHOOL GARDENS
School gardening projects build food awareness that help connect
youth to the land and food they eat. These programs enhance food skills
and teach young people to make healthy food choices. Some school
gardens provide food for school cafeterias, shifting the landscape of the
institutional food distribution system.

BULK BUYING AND MOBILE MARKET PROGRAMS
Bulk buying programs help people to purchase healthy food at reduced
prices. Mobile markets provide affordable, fresh produce in areas where
grocery stores are inaccessible.

FOOD SYSTEMS ASSET MAPPING
Food systems asset mapping involves creating a comprehensive list of
the location and contact details of the area’s healthy food assets, such
as: community gardens and kitchens; food programs including food skills
workshops; and local organizations working to improve food systems.
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Advocates for the Community
Network Coordinators are skilled in building community relationships,
drawing out the tremendous skills and assets of neighbourhood
residents, and applying this knowledge in proposing solutions to
identified challenges. They help align policy and practice as they
champion the food and food justice agenda in a way that reflects
the diverse experience of residents. Network Coordinators contribute
considerable time and expertise participating on working groups and
other multi-party projects throughout the City. Coordinators also help
service providers by recommending appropriate program approaches,
particularly for difficult to reach community members. They are truly
community connectors – able to generate action when work is done
across agencies and organizations.
The Neighbourhood Food Networks are affecting systems change
that meets the needs of local communities and individuals. This
practical experience is then communicated back to policy makers and
informs future food systems planning and helps to remove political or
procedural barriers to effective programming.
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Supporting and Reinforcing
Public Policy
Neighbourhood Food Networks also play an important role in
supporting and reinforcing the goals of local government food
strategies and food-related public health outcomes.
Neighbourhood Food Networks are seen as valued and trusted
partners with funders, service providers and community members.
This strengthens their credibility and effectiveness. Through strategic
funding alliances, the Networks work closely with government agencies
such as the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Coastal Health, as well as
the Vancouver Foundation to establish priorities and to achieve a citywide impact with programs that are best suited to local circumstances.
A coordinated network-based approach to community food initiatives
maximizes community capacity development and works to meet
policy priorities around health, liveability and sustainability. The City of
Vancouver’s Food Strategy (2013) and the Vancouver Park Board’s Local
Food Action Plan (2013) identify the strength of Neighbourhood Food
Networks as a key contributor to achieving these policy goals.
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Neighbourhood Food Network
Working Group
Neighbourhood Food Network Coordinators meet regularly as a
working group to create a unified voice and ensure that food equity
remains an important policy issue. They take a holistic approach to
health and food by bringing forward a social, environmental and antipoverty perspective to the work they do.
The working group supports mentoring and information sharing among
the many groups and individuals who are involved in community food
projects. By collecting, documenting, and communicating information
about best practices, Neighbourhood Food Networks help transfer
knowledge and experience between community partners. Although
each neighbourhood is unique and independent, there is still much to
be learned from one another.
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Importance and Need for Support
Food is critical to our well being, but we are not all equal in our ability to
obtain the resources necessary to nourish our bodies. Food insecurity
continues in our city and the need for neighbourhood-focused
initiatives is as great now as it ever was.
The majority of the work done by the Neighbourhood Food Networks
depends on partnerships and in-kind contributions. Although some
of the Networks have benefited from stable, multi-year funding
relationships, there is great variability across networks in achieving
long-term financial sustainability. Funding for core positions and
acquiring resources necessary to expand their mandate is essential to
reaching network potential.
As the number of networks increases, the need for communication and
coordination between Network Coordinators and among community
partners also increases. As new Networks emerge, the need for support
and mentoring increases as well.
The Working Group has established a number of strategic priorities
to support this growth and enhance the capacity of Neighbourhood
Food Networks to address both neighbourhood-specific and city-wide
food issues. The primary objective, as always, is a just, sustainable and
secure food system for all neighbourhoods in Vancouver.
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Strategic priorities include:
• Focusing energy towards areas of greatest need and work more efficiently
in program delivery.
• Establishing a city-wide communications infrastructure to reach and
connect with all community members, particularly the hardest to reach
that includes links to newsletters; a usable food asset map and other
resources.
• Building the capacity of the Neighbourhood Food Networks to govern
and grow across the city, sharing practices and knowledge that deepen
our understanding of food system change and addressing issues with
city-wide relevance.
• Pursuing a collaborative approach to fund development to support
health and social goals and improve equity between neighbourhoods.
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Contact
Neighbourhood Food Networks depend on community support and
practical problem solving in order to get things done. In addition to
financial resources, Neighbourhood Food Networks seek community
partners, volunteers, project ideas and in-kind support.
To learn more about opportunities to become involved or to provide
financial or in-kind support to Vancouver Neighbourhood Food
Networks, please contact us.

info@vancouverfoodnetworks.com

www.vancouverfoodnetworks.com
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