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INTRODUCTION: Feeding
the World from our own Backyard

My grandma was the
epitome of food self-reliance. She always had a large food garden,
she pickled and canned everything, not just fruits and vegetables,
but whole chickens from their flock and trout from their pond. She
made noodles from scratch for the sublime soups that she created;
no one could make soup like her. Grandpa contributed too: he made
his own sausages and smoked them in a smoke house in the back yard.
He also made headcheese, horrifying to think what it was made from,
and yes, it is as bad as you’re thinking, but absolutely delicious.
He grew the grapes that went into his famous and very potent wine.
I got sick on it more than once in my teens.

Grandma could put on a banquet at a moment’s
notice, and our large, loud family had many feasts in their home.
All the aunts and uncles would squeeze around the living room
table, all the cousins around the smaller kitchen table. Sometimes
I was allowed to sit at the grown-ups' table. After dinner grandpa
would get out his button accordion and depending on how much wine
had been flowing, he might even do the Cossack dance. It was a
celebration indeed.

The scene at my grandparents house sums up the
definition of food security for me, or the term I prefer, food
sovereignty: being completely self-sufficient in terms of your own
food supply.

My interest in food sovereignty grew out of my
work in composting and urban agriculture and it all began with the
movie Green Card (Touchstone Pictures, 1990). One of
the main characters in the film, played by Andie McDowell,
volunteers with the Green Guerillas, a real-life group based in New
York City. Their work is gifting gardens to inner city communities.
They bring in all the soil, tools, materials, seeds and savvy, then
hold a work party with local residents to construct the raised
beds. By the end of the day, in place of a vacant lot, there is a
garden for neighbors to tend shoulder to shoulder and to share in
the harvest.

Not long after I saw the movie, I left the
Canadian advertising agency I was working at in Winnipeg, Manitoba
and moved back to Vancouver, British Columbia. I was fed up with
selling hamburgers and beer and was looking for a more fulfilling
career. I serendipitously wound up volunteering at a compost
demonstration garden where people could learn how to grow food in
the city and how to compost. My first job was sifting worm poo in
the worm corner. Quite a shift for a coiffed, manicured, well-shod
and recently liberated advertising copy writer. The volunteer work
evolved into a full time paid position as Compost Hotline Operator
and director of communications. I spent fourteen years at City
Farmer, the non-profit organization that runs the project. My
adventures in urban agriculture are recounted in my last book,
Diary of a Compost Hotline Operator, Edible Essays on City
Farming (New Society, 2003).

In the mid-1990s, I became interested in what
was then a relatively new phenomenon, genetically modified foods,
an industry ripe with politics. Although it was never directly part
of my work at City Farmer, I took the subject on as a side
interest. I began to collect newspaper clippings, friends passed
them on to me too. That study led me to other issues around food
and more files were created. As my interest in food began to
broaden and extend beyond urban agriculture, I discovered that
local issues were inextricably tied to global ones and that I would
probably need another filing cabinet.

During my City Farmer years, I was invited to
speak at various gardening and food-related events and conferences
around North America, so I got to meet a lot of people, see some of
their projects first hand, and expand my little composting world. I
began to think more about hunger: why amid such plenty in the world
were people still going to bed hungry – or worse, dying of
starvation? I read Diet for a Small Planet (Ballantine,
1971), a 1970s classic by Francis Moore Lappé and found out
that this imbalance was created by something called the production
myth: the manufactured belief that there just wasn’t enough in the
world, so we had to keep producing more. And more. And more. I was
very struck by her argument that there is enough, more than enough:
the real problem is one of distribution.

I also confess to a certain attraction to
political horticulture. I liked the idea that planting a pot of
tomatoes was a political act. In a world where we are held ransom
by a globalized and very corporate food system, growing your own
food was one way to take back control of your own food supply, at
least in part. Certainly you would then know what went into or onto
the tomato. I liked that this kind of political activism did not
involve carrying a sign or tying yourself to a tree. It seemed to
me that this type of action would have a broader appeal too. Heck,
you could just call it gardening and would have a better chance of
changing minds, and maybe eventually the world. I adopted the
adage: if we all look after our own back yards, the world will be a
very different place.

After I left the compost garden, I set up my own
communications consulting business. Through Garden Heart
Productions, I began to produce events, promote a variety of
environmental groups and sustainability organizations, and develop
a series of green tours. I continued to explore food issues and to
become more and more interested in the politics of food. I was
asked to join the Vancouver Food Policy Council, a volunteer group
of about twenty who advise the city on food issues. I read a lot.
Talked to more people. Traveled to Guatemala and India. I was still
wrestling with the question: why in a world of plenty, in a city of
plenty, in a neighborhood of plenty, why in the world were people
still going hungry? Something’s Rotten in Compost City, A Primer
on the Politics of Food is an account of my quest to answer
that question and figure out what I could do about it. This book
draws on stories and models from around the world. Each chapter
approaches an issue from my personal experience and responds to my
burning question from four perspectives.

Part One, In the Neighborhood, looks at
the more familiar food issues and movements like eating, buying and
growing locally and how that supports local farmers and a local
food system. This section whets the appetite, introducing basic
themes and defining terms that are used throughout the book. It
covers food systems, urban agriculture, farmers' markets, pocket
markets, community kitchens and meals, and other innovative local
initiatives. It also addresses the numerous barriers to accessing
healthy food, the charity model versus other more sustainable
solutions, the celebration of food and culture, food recovery and
an introduction to the issues around saving seeds. By the end of
this section, you will be able to answer: What is
food security? What is a food system? How resilient is mine?
Think of part one as the appetizers.

Part Two, On the Farm deals with the
alarming loss of our farmland and farmers. Who will grow our food
if there is no land or no farmer to farm the land? This section
will provide you with more of the background you will need to
answer that question. Here we see through the farmer’s eyes how
challenging it is to buy land, to farm and market your products.
And just how hard it is to make a living, especially in the face of
the relentless persecution of the small by the big. In this phase
of my journey, I am roped into helping to save an organic blueberry
farm by some wild activists, and enter the struggle to preserve
farmland when the pressure is on for urban to sprawl. We also look
at pesticide use, nearly fifty years after Rachel Carson warned us
about its dangers in Silent Spring (Houghton Mifflin, 1962)
and the challenges of going organic. Finally, a new threat, the
impacts of climate change on farming. This section delves deeper
into the issues, moving beyond local into broader regions. Let's
call it the soup and salad course.

Part Three, On the World Market grapples
with the more complex global issues, genetically modified foods,
declining grain stocks and the food crisis, a burgeoning
population, an entrenched world economic order, corporate
imperialism, seed patenting and farmers’ suicides in India. Here we
examine the global bodies that govern the world economy, the World
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization
and their flunkies. We look at the carefully crafted schemes that
help drive that economy: the production myth, the population myth,
cheap food syndrome and others. We also examine the United Nations'
role and reflect on why we aren’t even close to achieving the
Millenium Development Goals. We revisit the Green Revolution and
its new steroid-riddled clone, the Gene Revolution. Finally we
examine the tainted international aid system. In this section, I
continue to learn my food lessons in very personal ways. During a
doomed interview with Greenpeace, I have a chance to show off my
knowledge about genetically modified foods. I return home from
India depressed and darn near suicidal after hearing about the
thousands of farmer suicides there. These chapters are the entrées.
Chew thoroughly.

Part Four, At the Store looks at the fair
trade movement, fruit and my two favorite food groups: coffee and
chocolate. In Guatemala researching coffee, I risk life and limb
riding in the back of careening pick-up trucks and hiking down (and
worse, back up), a relentlessly steep canyon trail to a plantation.
While child slavery in the chocolate industry is no laughing
matter, you may be heartened to hear about an artist who uses
bananas in artful ways to heal years of oppression. I sum up what
I’ve learned about the role of creativity in building resilient
food systems and sustainable communities. This section brings it
all back home again by identifying products on grocery store
shelves that allow us to put our money where hungry mouths are.

Each chapter ends with five things you can do to
help strengthen the food system in your own community and in doing
so, foil the corporate takeover of our food system and help to
alleviate hunger in the world.

When I was at City Farmer there was a moment
when I understood the power of food as a uniting force. One day I
was crouched amid herbs and berries, picking tomatoes in a small
garden patch at the front of the building. Two First Nations men
approached me. Happy hour had obviously started very early that
day: I noticed they were already staggering a bit. As expected,
they asked me for some spare change. I looked up at them and then
down at my hands. I held two lovely, ripe red tomatoes. I looked up
again and said, “I don’t have any money on me, but would you like a
tomato?”

“Yes!” they both beamed. I placed my gift into
their outstretched hands. They bit into the juicy fruit.

“Delicious!” said one.

“Just like my mother used to grow,” said the
other.

And so began a lovely conversation, just the
three of us, talking about how good fresh food tastes and about
gardens, three people, on equal ground, having an ordinary
conversation on a sunny morning. It was one of those bright, sharp
and shining moments. It told me how food connects us all, builds
relationships and community. How it not only fuels our bodies, but
nourishes our souls, and feeds us at our deepest level of need.

In my last book, I encouraged readers to feed
the earth by composting, because by feeding the soil, we can make
plants grow better, and grow more food that feeds people, and then
compost the food waste that goes back into the soil, and the cycle
continues. In this book, I invite you to deepen your commitment to
feeding the earth, by choosing an action or two that you can take
on. Whether your activity is in your own backyard or across the
ocean, you will be joining me and many others in strengthening the
food system in our communities, as well as helping to feed
ourselves and in fact, the world.

Spring Gillard

Vancouver, BC

October 2011
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PART ONE: IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD






CHAPTER 1: Defining Terms

I live on the west
coast of British Columbia (BC), Canada in a beachy, upscale
Vancouver neighborhood called Kitsilano, "Kits" for short. In the
1960s it was the hippy community. Every summer, when we came to the
big city for our family holiday, we would drive down West Fourth
Avenue to stare at the long-haired, beaded, colorfully dressed
hippies. The buildings were splashed with psychedelic paints. The
stores catered to the residents: head shops full of pipes and
paraphernalia, and health food for those post-toke munchies. There
are few remnants of that past now, except for a record store called
Zulu, Banyen Books and the Naam, a vegetarian restaurant that has
retained its original décor, menu and lackadaisical customer
service.

Some of the '60s products are still available
along Fourth: it's just that the current stores are more upscale.
There's health food for example, but instead of a member-owned food
co-op and a very folksy bulk food store called Lifestream (which
morphed into Nature's Path, the cereal company), we have Whole
Foods. Many of the restaurants serve locally grown produce, there's
just more ethnic diversity on menus now, making for even happier
vegetarians. Some of the prices are a little harder to swallow mind
you.

Most of the funky two-storey buildings along the
strip have been transformed into high priced condos with pricey
retailers at street level: fashion chains, yoga studios, baby and
maternity wear, hairdressers and cell phone franchises. The high
rents have driven most of the small mom and pop shops out. My
shoemaker is gone, as are my fave muffin shop, video store,
drycleaner, and coffee roaster. Kitsilano used to feel like a small
town within a city, everything you needed was within reach. But
it's losing its livability along with its funkiness. We keep the
spirit alive during a one-day annual street festival called Hippie
Daze when we all climb into our tie-dye tees, put a bandana on our
dogs and inhale the sweet scent of the good old days.

Although I have been a city girl for most of my
life, I was born and raised in the small town of Penticton, in the
fertile Okanagan Valley about two hundred and fifty miles east of
Vancouver. The Okanagan is known for its fruits and vegetables and
more recently vineyards. Despite the fact that my mother always had
a food garden and we later lived on a small orchard outside of
town, I eschewed my agricultural roots. It wasn't until I was well
into my thirties that I warmed up to the whole idea of growing my
own food.

I'd been working in advertising for about
fifteen years, bouncing back and forth across the country. I had
climbed my way up the ladder and was making a very good living at
an ad agency on the prairies in Winnipeg, Manitoba as an associate
creative director. I had begun reading some books by a man named
Eknath Easwaran. This modern day mystic was introducing me to a
more balanced, artistic way of living and opening my eyes to the
environmental crisis and other serious global issues, including the
root causes of hunger.

It wasn't long before selling hamburgers and
beer wasn't doing it for me anymore. Serendipitously, I wound up
sifting worm poo, teaching people how to compost and answering the
compost hotline at City Farmer, a non-profit devoted to urban
agriculture. I worked out of a small greenhouse office at the
group's compost demonstration garden. I was also moonlighting as a
documentary film producer during those days, and trying,
unsuccessfully, to get a TV series on urban agriculture off the
ground. I spent most of my time writing proposals, and so finally
decided I would be better off writing for print. Those years are
documented in my last book (Diary of a Compost Hotline Operator,
Edible Essays on City Farming, New Society 2003).

After fourteen fun and fruitful years at City
Farmer, I decided it was time to move on and broaden my horizons.
Not that it was easy to leave. It was very, very hard. The garden
was not just my work, the people there were my family, and the job
was my identity. For months afterwards, I would answer my own phone
with: "Compost Hotline." What was to become of me without the
garden? I wondered.

I kicked off my new freelance career by helping
to produce the Vancouver Garden Show, an annual four-day event at
VanDusen Botanical Garden. I had produced many smaller events at
City Farmer, but I was confined to a couple city lots there. This
fifty-acre site gave me a much larger palette. Part of my job was
to create a green garden display showcasing green roof, living wall
and waterwise technologies. Following the stressful yet successful
garden show, I did some promotional work for a number of non-profit
environmental groups, which led to more contracts, the development
of a series of green tours, and a gradual progression into the
broader sustainability field.

I was also writing this book and testing out new
material during a regular segment I did for North by Northwest, a
literary show on CBC Radio, our national public broadcaster. Some
of the work was based on my travels, like the coffee farm tour of
Guatemala. The radio features got me my first speaking gig on
something besides composting at the University of British Columbia
(UBC) for the Faculty of Education summer program. I had been
invited, along with a diverse list of other speakers, to present to
thirty-five educators from across Canada on the theme of Renewing
Food. I called my talk Something's Rotten in Compost City;
the title was sourced from an animated film episode I had written
many years earlier; the animation was to be a satire on the
politics of food. I read from three of my CBC essays: Seeds, Coffee
and Chocolate.

One of the other presenters was Anna Lappé,
daughter of one of my heroines, Francis Moore Lappé (Diet for a
Small Planet, Ballantine, 1971). I had read Diet, to
prepare the ground for Something's Rotten, but the book that
would have an even deeper impact on me and would become the
blueprint for my trip to India was the one the mother/daughter team
had written together: Hope's Edge (Tarcher Putnam, 2002). I
had Anna sign my post-it flagged copy. We ended up getting together
after the talk and I took her over to meet my former boss and
mentor, Mike Levenston, at the City Farmer garden. It was the
bridging moment between my old life and the new life I was
creating.

There have been many other influences besides
Mike, the Lappés and Eknath Easwaran, inspiring figures, groups and
mentors in the subsequent years who contributed to my education in
the politics of food. You will meet many of them in this book. Some
of them I met during my City Farmer days and they carried over into
my new work; one of them was Herb Barbolet.

Herb is known as the Godfather of the food
security movement in BC. He was at the helm of so many local food
initiatives, including a string of cooperatives. He was part of a
group that set up a co-op housing development in Kits called
Community Alternatives and he lived there for many years. The co-op
scandalized the west side neighborhood by planting food in the
front yard instead of grass. They set up the first farm co-op too,
Fraser Common Farm, where the BC Association for Regenerative
Agriculture, the province's first organic certifier, was also
founded. Then Herb and his band of innovators introduced Canada to
the now ubiquitous specialty salad mix (called mesclun), selling to
gourmet chefs through their Glorious Garnish and Seasonal Salad
Company. They also tried their hand at restaurateuring: Isadora's
on Granville Island was the first co-op eatery in town.

I first met Herb when he asked my then boss,
Mike Levenston, to be on the steering committee for a new
non-profit that would link farmers with city people. Mike dragged
me along to the meetings for the fledgling Farm Folk City Folk.
Although great food was served at each of the three founding
meetings held at the Raintree Restaurant, the most memorable one
for me was the finale, when I was introduced to that wonder of all
wonderful desserts, tiramisu. Herb continues to be at the forefront
of local initiatives and is a guiding force for all of us in the BC
food movement today.

After I left City Farmer, on Herb's
recommendation, I was asked to join the Vancouver Food Policy
Council, another little endeavor he had helped to establish over
many years. Normally just hearing the word policy would put me to
sleep. I am more project-oriented and like to tick things off the
list within a reasonable time frame. Developing policy requires
infinite patience and infinity may pass before progress is made,
but I decided to give it a whirl.

Food policies, at both the local and global
level, affect how food is produced, processed, distributed,
purchased or recycled. Some of the aspects of city life that might
be touched by these policies are: urban agriculture, where food can
be grown (in community gardens, on rooftops, on boulevards) and
whether or not that food can be sold commercially; farmers' markets
(where they can be situated and what bylaws, zoning and permitting
might govern them); the allowable size and location of grocery
stores; availability of free and low-cost meals; whether or not you
can have chickens in your backyard or keep bees; what kind of
street food your city offers; recovery and redistribution of
surplus food from grocery stores, restaurants and caterers; the
composting of food waste; and institutional food purchasing. Food
policies help to encourage sustainability by increasing green
spaces and reducing food packaging. They contribute to the economy
by supporting local food producers, processors, distributors and
retailers. They foster social sustainability through community
kitchens and a variety of nutritional outreach programs.

Food policy councils take many forms, they can
be run by a grassroots organization or be officially instated by a
government, usually municipal, but sometimes regional or state. If
government commissioned, they can be housed under various
departments; in Toronto, Ontario and San Francisco, California for
example, they are under Public Health; in Vancouver, it's Social
Policy. The councils are made up of volunteer experts and
stakeholders drawn from various sectors of the food community.
Often there is a paid city staff person or food policy coordinator
who serves as the liaison (and sometimes referee!) between the
advisory body, city staff and city council. The body advises
government on food issues, recommends policies, sets goals and
strategies for achieving them and advocates for the community on
food related issues. According to the list maintained on the
Portland based Community Food Security Coalition's website, there
are over one hundred food policy councils in the US now and a dozen
or so in Canada. Many of the councils have developed food charters
that serve as a blueprint for the development of just and
sustainable food systems that foster the economic, ecological and
social well-being of their citizens.

I learned a lot during my time with the
Vancouver Food Policy Council. I met some great people, and even
though the progress seemed glacial at times, we did tick off a
number of great accomplishments, a food charter for one. The
Vancouver Food Charter presents a vision for a just and sustainable
food system with five guiding principles: community economic
development, ecological health, social justice, collaboration and
participation, and celebration. By adopting the charter, the City
of Vancouver commits to developing a coordinated municipal food
policy. The document is intended to animate community engagement
and participation in conversations and actions related to food
security in Vancouver.

To test its relevance and see how it might be
applied on the ground, we took the food charter out to various
community groups. I attended one of the sessions in my own
neighborhood, and met a group of people working on food issues
right in my own back yard, none of whom I knew. They were called
the Westside Food Security Collaborative. We had a wonderful,
productive visioning session, with big sheets of paper and crayons
and came up with our own vision of food security on the west side,
using the guiding principles in the charter. I was amazed at how
the charter came alive and how relevant it really was. Just shy of
my three-year term I decided to resign from the food policy council
and volunteer with my neighborhood group instead. I was itching to
get involved in some on-the-ground projects.

At the Westside Food Security Collaborative
table are social service agencies, non-profit organizations,
businesses and residents who live or work on the west side of
Vancouver and who are interested in local food security. The
decision makers were in the circle so we could make things happen
quickly and undertake projects that would have a direct effect on
the food security in our own community.

You may have heard the term “food security”
tossed around over your mesclun salad. You may even know what it
means. Or think you know. So what the heck does it really mean? To
me, it means that everyone in a community has consistent and
adequate access to healthy, nutritious, culturally appropriate food
without ever having to ask: “Is this safe to eat?” The term
conjures up visions of lysteriosis or terrorists sabotaging the
food supply with anthrax, so I prefer to talk about food
sovereignty, or food self-reliance, which requires a resilient food
system.

So what the hay is a food system? Everything
from table top to ground and back again. The food we eat and how it
gets to us, how it’s grown, produced, processed, packaged,
transported, sold and how the so-called waste is managed. Is it
thrown out, composted, is some of the food recovered and
redistributed?

Through my volunteer work and research, I was
learning how vulnerable a food system was. For example, I had heard
that there are only three days of food on grocery store shelves at
any one time. So if food shipments were cut off for whatever reason
(we run out of oil; the big earthquake experts keep promising us
finally hits; the bridges are swallowed by a tsunami), could I feed
myself? Obviously the few blueberries and basil I grew on my
balcony in the summer wouldn't sustain me for long. The veggies I
harvest from my community garden at Kitsilano Neighborhood House
(fondly called Kits House) are usually eaten fresh during the
growing season. I did have a freezer full of homemade soups and
stews, but if the power went out, I'd have to ask friends over to
help me eat fast. I had some dried beans, grains, pickled and
canned goods in the cupboards, along with seventy-two hours worth
of bottled water as directed by the emergency preparedness people.
I had also bought a small butane kettle so I could boil water on
the deck. Not for instant soup, but because I would die without my
morning coffee (I keep an emergency supply of ground coffee in my
freezer).

I decided to take a look at my own neighborhood,
my community food system, and see how we fared in terms of feeding
ourselves. I thought others might want to learn along with me, so
in partnership with my new group, I developed a series of tours
called: Exploring the Food System on the West Side. We would start
out with a general look at the food system in our neighborhood,
then look at urban agriculture more closely; visit a working urban
farm at the University of BC (UBC); and examine the role of grocery
stores in a healthy community.

Here’s what our tour group found out, starting
with where the community fared quite well. We have a lot of gardens
including rooftop gardens and community gardens (of course, you
have to wait two years to get a plot). People like to garden here,
but for most it's a hobby, not a necessity. There are abundant
grocery stores and green grocers and wonderful restaurants with
great ethnic diversity; whether or not they are affordable varies
with a matter of opinion. Some of the eateries serve sustainable
seafood, certified through Ocean Wise or SeaChoice, programs that
promote eating non-endangered fish species. Some restaurants are
also members of the Green Table Network, an enterprising non-profit
helping to align the food industry with a set of green principles
that cover solid waste, water and energy conservation, pollution
prevention, and more earth friendly purchasing.

We have three farmers’ markets and a fabulous
working farm up at UBC. The UBC Farm has also provided space for
indigenous groups to grow food and strengthen their food systems.
At the popular and artsy shopping area called Granville Island,
there's an indoor public market, a lovely cluster of food stalls
with fresh offerings, much of it local, a seasonal outdoor farmers'
market, and nearby fish vendors who sell right off the dock. We
have a few entrepreneurial urban farmers who sell at farmers'
markets, right out of their yards, and to members of their
Community Shared Agriculture programs or CSAs as they're called.
Members buy in at the beginning of a season and then receive a
weekly box of fresh veggies well into the fall.

There's an organic produce buying club just up
the block from me. I buy in during the winter and get two full bags
of food at wholesale prices every two weeks. It's fun because the
chef who runs the club selects the items, some of which I
ordinarily wouldn't buy. So I am forced to try new recipes using
oyster mushrooms or parsnips. Some grocery stores will deliver,
usually for a fee. And the farmers' market has bike delivery now.
There's also an organic grocery cooperative called NOW BC where
customers shop on line. Although it operates throughout greater
Vancouver, it has several west side depots where subscribers pick
up their weekly grocery orders.

There are two community kitchens where people
get together regularly to cook, eat together and prepare meals to
take home. The community kitchen movement has been building
throughout North America since the early 1990s. It was born in Peru
in the early 1970s. The comedores populares were a response
to an extreme economic crisis and worsening poverty brought on by a
perfect storm of events, at the eye of which was “restructuring” by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), a lot more about the IMF
later.

Our Kits Community Center offers a community
kitchen program as well as canning, cooking and bread making
classes. UBC Farm gives courses on cheese making. A few local
groups give food-related or gardening workshops; Village Vancouver,
a neighborhood networking group, regularly holds backyard workshops
on bee and chicken keeping (both are permitted now in the city),
urban gardening and composting. City Farmer is still the Mecca
though for folks who want to learn about growing food in the city
and composting. As for managing food and garden waste, a lot of
people compost in their backyards or have worm bins on their
balconies. The city has also just added a curbside food scraps
collection service for single-family dwellings.

Himalayan blackberries (considered an invasive
species) are there for the picking along railway tracks and in the
parks and beaches; the wild variety along with other natives like
salmonberries and mushrooms can be gathered by those in the know,
in the forested Pacific Spirit Park near UBC. There is edible
seaweed at the seashore too, but don't think I would trust the
purity unless I was really starving.

Where we don’t fare so well is on the production
and processing side, not counting breweries, bakeries and
chocolateries. Unfortunately, we can’t live on beer, bread and
chocolate alone, not that I haven’t tried. Many of the grocery
stores, small and large, have access issues: that is the aisles
might be too narrow for a wheelchair or scooter or the displays
outside the store might prohibit entry. Prices may be too dear, or
stores may not cater to ethnic populations. Produce selection at
corner stores is slim. Very few grocery stores and restaurants
compost their waste; some donate their surplus or slightly out of
date items to food recovery agencies, but most of that food does
not stay in the community, instead it is taken to the downtown
eastside, Vancouver's poorest neighborhood, noted for its drug
addicts, prostitutes and mental health issues.

As we found out though, the so-called
affluent west side fares quite badly in some of the same
departments as the downtown eastside, they are just more hidden
here. We have many homeless people living on our streets; about
seventy of them participate in a weekly shower and breakfast
program at Kits Community Center. There are some emergency food and
meal programs provided by a very few, strapped social service
agencies and churches. On request, the Fruit Tree Project will
harvest otherwise forgotten fruit from people's backyards and
donate it to Kits House and other groups that feed the poor.
Gardeners also give their excess produce to the neighborhood house
through Grow a Row, a program that has gardeners growing an extra
row of veggies to give to a food bank or other prearranged depot,
like Kits House. The Fruit and Veggie Deal buys fresh produce in
bulk from a wholesaler, then prepares boxes for its west side
customers, many of whom live in subsidized housing. Based on the
Good Food Box model that operates across Canada and in parts of the
US, customers pay in advance for their low-cost monthly boxes.
Delivery is sometimes provided, although often subscribers pick up
the box from a designated depot. Despite these good efforts, the
social service agencies we talked to tell us that people are still
slipping through the cracks.

The Westside Food Security Collaborative has
launched a number of initiatives to ensure that no one in our
community goes hungry. You will read more about our projects as you
progress through these pages. One of my roles with the
Collaborative is to garner media attention in order to educate
people about west side issues, in particular, the fact that we even
have issues. I am the media spokesperson as well, and sometimes I
am asked for a west side perspective.

One day I got a call from an elderly woman who
had just read a piece in the Globe and Mail, one of our
national daily papers. It was about a new book that had hit the
shelves with a bang: The 100-Mile Diet (Vintage Canada,
2007), titled Plenty (Harmony Books, 2007) in the US, by
Alisa Smith and James MacKinnon. The authors set out to eat only
local food, grown within a hundred mile radius, for a year. Eating
closer to home has many benefits, not the least of which is fresher
food, reduced transportation costs and fuel burning, and a more
resilient local food economy. I was quoted in the Globe
article, (something about worm composting as I recall, not exactly
sure how that fit in); I guess my number was the only one the woman
could find. She wanted to know if there was a section in her
grocery store with food labeled "100-Mile Diet." Good idea, but not
yet!

Smith and MacKinnon had serious challenges
sourcing local food, especially during the lean winter months,
which is why I recommend trying the "diet" for a week or a month as
they do in some cities. In a neighboring municipality, the Richmond
Food Security Society challenges residents to eat a Ten Mile Diet
during the growing season. The City of London, England has a
similar challenge but restricts it to food grown within the city.
Participants are usually allowed to pick several "wild card" items
that haven't been grown and produced within the designated area,
like oil, salt and thankfully coffee. The 100-Mile Diet,
along with other bestsellers, like those written by Michael Pollan
(Omnivore's Dilemma, In Defense of Food) penetrated the
mainstream, ignited the whole eat local craze and launched a
feeding frenzy of locavores.

Riding the wave of the book's success, a group
including the authors, created the 100-Mile Diet Society and began
to map our Vancouver foodshed. Based on the watershed concept where
all watercourses: streams, rivers, lakes, flow through a shared
river system towards a common destination, a foodshed defines the
geographical and ecological boundaries of a region that grows food
for a specific population. The term is usually attributed to Arthur
Getz from his 1991 article, "Urban Foodsheds" published in
Permaculture Activist magazine. Originally it described the
global food system, tracing the route our food travels to our
plate, where it's grown, the markets it passes through and so on.
More recently it is being used to assess and map community food
systems; it serves as a yardstick to measure the overall
sustainability and efficiency of that system. Many community groups
are mapping their foodsheds now.

In the 100-Mile Diet case, the foodshed
stretched out to Vancouver Island off our coast and some of the
smaller surrounding islands, it included the fertile farmland in
the Fraser Valley and the mighty Fraser River itself, the lower
mainland, what we call Metro Vancouver, encompassing the city and
my own west side neighborhood of Kitsilano.

In many ways my life after the compost garden
looks the same. I still garden, in fact I do more food gardening
now than I did at City Farmer; I did more administrating,
programming and extravaganza planning than gardening there. I
manage the compost bins at the Kits House community garden too, so
that's where I take my food waste. No greenhouse office anymore,
but I do have a bright, albeit tiny home office space where you
will find me most mornings toiling away in front of my Mac. Yes,
I'm a Mac. I make my living on a variety of contracts,
co-facilitate a course in applied sustainability at Simon Fraser
University and fill in the gaps with my own talks, tours and
courses. I even give the odd compost workshop from time to time,
just to keep my hands dirty. I started a blog called The Compost
Diaries that continues the conversation from my last book. And
well, I wrote a second book.

Since I conducted that first set of community
food system tours, I have been offering them regularly and adding
to them. One popular tour looks specifically at waste: for some
reason people love to poke around in back alleys, peering into
dumpsters and peeking over fences into compost bins. We investigate
a variety of composting set-ups, from backyard to multi-family
(co-ops, apartment buildings) and commercial (restaurants and
grocery stores). On another tour we visit our social service
agencies to learn more about the emergency and charity food
programs over here. I have more in the works, including one on
local foraging and one on small producers; that one will be an easy
sell because of all the sampling we will do at the chocolateries
and bakeries!

From the tour findings and my on-going work with
the Westside Collaborative, I created a talk called, Feeding
Ourselves, How Do We Fare? that I present to other communities.
I suggest to my audiences that they can get out and explore their
own neighborhoods in the same way I did. I leave them with twelve
things they can do to strengthen the food system in their
community. I tell them they only have to pick one or two from the
list, that they don't have to commit to all of the actions. The
same goes for you.






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Try to find a local group working on food
issues and get involved. Check to see if there is a Food Policy
Council in your area and attend a meeting, join in their work. You
can find a list of North American food policy councils here:
www.foodsecurity.org/.

2. Explore the food system in your neighborhood
or region. What are the assets? The gaps? How do you and your
community fare in terms of feeding yourselves? If you are working
with a community group, try mapping your foodshed. For information
on indigenous food systems, go to
www.indigenousfoodsystems.org/.

3. Eat local, buy local. Support markets, shops
and restaurants that feature local, sustainable foods. Join a
community kitchen, food co-op, buying club or subscribe to a weekly
produce box. For local foods near you in the US, check out
www.localharvest.org/ and www.sustainabletable.org/; in Canada,
eatwellguide.org/ or www.cog.ca/.

4. Learn how to can, pickle, preserve, bake
bread or make cheese. Take a foraging workshop so you can harvest
local mushrooms, berries and other wild foods safely.

5. Read The 100-Mile Diet (Vintage
Canada, 2007), if you haven't already. Host a hundred mile diet
dinner or challenge your family and friends to eat within a
designated geographical area or foodshed for a week to ten days, or
a month. For more dinner ideas visit, eatgrub.org/.

*****






CHAPTER 2: A Little Left of Garden
Center

I spent fourteen
years at City Farmer, immersed in urban agriculture. I had never
heard the term before I arrived at the garden gate, burnt out from
an advertising career, in search of a new life direction. But under
the tutelage of executive director Mike Levenston, I soon learned
that urban agriculture had layers of meaning, could manifest in
myriad forms, and carried political clout too.

I define urban agriculture as growing food in
the city, but in international circles, the definition is a little
more complex. According to René van Veenhuizen, senior consultant
with ETC-Urban Agriculture based in the Netherlands, and editor of
Urban Agriculture Magazine, "Urban agriculture can be
defined as the growing of plants and the raising of animals for
food and other uses within and around cities and towns, and related
activities such as the production and delivery of inputs, and the
processing and marketing of products…located within or on the
fringe of a city and comprises of a variety of production systems,
ranging from subsistence production and processing at household
level to fully commercialized agriculture." (Cities Farming for
the Future, editor, René van Veenhuizen, International Network
of Resource Centers on Urban Agriculture and Food Security, 2006).
For the most part, the food that is grown in these urban areas is
intended for the local market.

In the foreward to Cities Farming for the
Future, Dinesh Mehta of UN-Habitat cites several purposes
served by urban agriculture. It strengthens the urban food system
improving food security, nutrition and health. It stimulates the
local economy, providing jobs and income for urban farmers and
non-profit groups who are often working with the poor and
marginalized. It adds green space and enriches the land with
recycled organic materials. Many citizens, in developing countries
especially, depend on urban agriculture to survive. Any vacant
patch of land will do for these urban farmers, just enough to grow
a few fresh vegetables. Local governments used to regard urban
farming as backward, something rural inhabitants brought with them
when they migrated into the urban environment, and definitely a
hindrance to urban development. The practice was not given any
policy attention and was restricted as much as possible. All that
has changed.

In my last book (Diary of a Compost Hotline
Operator, Edible Essays on City Farming, New Society, 2003),
Mike Levenston wrote in the foreward, "Twenty-five years ago we
could barely find a single reference to the term 'urban
agriculture'. Today, whether it's at the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization in Rome or at the World Summit on
Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg, development
specialists are talking about city farming as a strategy to address
rapid urbanization and growing poverty."

Cuba is considered the poster child for
government-supported urban agriculture, born of necessity. When the
Soviet Bloc collapsed in 1989, Cuba lost its major importer and
largest export market. With the US embargo still in place, they
were plunged into economic turmoil. Store shelves were empty within
days, and food shortages became acute. The government initiated a
sweeping national food program, the cornerstone of which was urban
agriculture. Large areas of land that had been devoted to export
crops were now converted to food for the local population.

I had heard a lot about the success of the
program, and decided to take a look for myself. In 2001, on my
self-guided urban agriculture tour of Cuba, I saw gardens growing
on boulevards and alongside decaying colonial apartment buildings,
but I had trouble finding fresh food in some areas, even in
restaurants. I couldn't find cheese in any store. When I talked to
locals, I learned that they had difficulty accessing fresh fruit
and vegetables too, the open air markets were priced beyond their
means. While living in the lap of food luxury at a bed and
breakfast in Havana, I discovered that anything could be had on the
thriving black market. As I toured some of the urban farms, I also
saw great discrepancies; some farms were well funded with adequate
staff and equipment; others were barely scraping by. I wasn't given
any explanation, but clearly politics lurked behind the scenes.
Despite its failings, the Cuban government is still doing a lot of
things right. Everyone is clothed, housed and has their medical and
dental covered. With the monthly ration of basic foodstuffs, no one
is going hungry in Cuba either.

Other countries, such as Brazil and Argentina,
have comprehensive urban agriculture programs in place too. Cities
are also implementing urban agriculture strategies as part of
broader food policy agendas. The City of Detroit
has included urban agriculture as a primary recovery strategy
following the sub-prime mortgage fiasco and the decline of the auto
industry. But is urban agriculture the bee all and end all
when it comes to feeding the hungry? My friend David Tracey
(Guerilla Gardening, A Manualfesto, New Society, 2007) and I
wanted to know. We did a series of pod casts, posing the question:
Can urban agriculture save the world? All of our guests to date
(there have only been three and all in Vancouver: a rooftop farmer,
an urban farmer, and a uniquely local corner store) answered no, or
probably not. They felt that growing food in cities was only part
of the solution to feeding humanity.

Michael Pilarski, founder and director of
Friends of the Trees Society in Washington state, has explored the
role of home gardens in world food production. Pilarski makes the
case that fifty percent of the world’s food supply could be grown
on ten percent of the arable land. He ventures a guess that
currently gardens supply somewhere between ten and twenty percent.
Guess it depends how you define home garden.

So just how much land do you need to feed one
person? There are a lot of differing facts and figures out there.
Pilarski says he can feed himself on about a tenth of an acre and
puts in about eight hours a week. John Jeavons (How to Grow More
Vegetables, Ten Speed Press, 1974) from Ecology Action in
Willits, California came up with a pretty good estimate: ten feet
by one hundred feet (1000 square feet) or 1/43 of an acre.
Worldwatch Institute says a third of an acre will feed three
people. Those figures do not include livestock; an acre of leafy
veggies can produce fifteen times more protein than the same land
devoted to meat production, according to Frances Moore Lappé
(Diet for a Small Planet, Ballantine, 1971).

In urban environments, sometimes the acreage can
be spread out over several yards. Craig Heighway of Kitsilano Farms
is a Small Plot Intensive (SPIN) farmer. His “farm” is in nine
different backyards, none of them his own. One of them is the front
yard of a mansion! Urban farmers like Craig sell their produce at
local farmers’ markets or through Community Shared Agriculture
(CSA) programs, where members pay up front for the produce the
farmer will grow for them to cover the season's start up costs. One
group of urban farming daredevils in Vancouver set up a market of
their own, guerilla style, right along a bike route so that
cyclists could stop and pick up dinner on their way home.

The field is ripe for enterprising non-profits,
too. SOLEfood farm provides training, employment and a beautiful,
health-giving garden for residents of Vancouver’s downtrodden
downtown eastside. The locally grown food is sold to restaurants
and at farmers markets, any surplus is shared with community
organizations helping to improve neighborhood food security. The
inner city farm is part of a larger registered charity called
United We Can, a bottle and can recycling depot created for binners
(or dumpster divers) by Ken Lyotier, a former binner himself.

Another urban ag innovator is Will Allen, a
former pro basketball player turned farmer. He may not be saving
the world, but it’s a safe bet that he’s saving lives through his
organization, Growing Power Community Food Center. They produce
enough vegetables, fish and livestock within the city of Milwaukee
to feed 12,000 people. Growing Power originated in Milwaukee and
Chicago, but their projects are now dotted around the world. The
group trains low-income youth at their intense urban farming and
greenhouse operations. In their aquaponics program, they also grow
fish, Tilapia and Yellow Perch, in tanks in the greenhouses. The
system is a closed loop, meaning water is recycled and the fish
waste products are used to fertilize crops. It's not just community
groups who are farming fish, I read an article recently about a
woman who had converted her swimming pool into a high production
greenhouse and fish farm. People are keeping honeybees and even
chickens in their yards and gardens too, as cities renovate
bylaws.

Many cities have warmed to the idea of carving
out more gardening space for their citizens. We now have a
permanent community garden on the lawn of Vancouver City Hall.
Alice Waters, chef, author, and owner of Chez Panisse, talked the
Mayor of San Francisco into letting her plant a large vegetable
garden right in front of City Hall too. It was the showpiece for a
Slow Food festival. Slow Food is an international non-profit,
founded in 1989 to counteract the fast food lifestyle by promoting
the pleasure of eating good food, slowly. The event drew 85,000
people! Waters called the garden “the ultimate symbolism,” a symbol
that would encourage others to grow their own. But perhaps the most
famous symbol of all is Michelle Obama’s vegetable garden at the
White House, a sight not seen since Eleanor Roosevelt’s WWII
Victory Garden.

During the Second World War, governments were
rationing the basics: sugar, butter, milk, cheese, eggs, coffee,
meat and canned goods. Labor was in short supply too, so harvesting
and transporting fruits and vegetables to market was a challenge.
Instead, governments encouraged their citizens to grow their own;
the gardens were dubbed Victory Gardens. But before WWII, there
were Depression relief gardens and before that, WWI Liberty Gardens
and well, you can trace it back to at least the 18th Century, when
garden plots, later called allotment gardens (and still later
community gardens), started appearing around the edges of towns in
Europe. Immigrants from Germany, England, Sweden and Holland
brought the concept with them to North America; the gardens helped
them survive as they struggled to make the transition to a new
land. In these cases, as with Cuba, gardening was a matter of
survival, not hobby.

So urban agriculture isn't new, it is though
enjoying a sort of renaissance at the moment. But is all the hype
about growing your own food just spin? I remember when we started
the worm composting program at City Farmer. Residents of Vancouver
could sign up for the one-hour “wormshop” and go home with a
complete kit to set up on their balcony or patio. The city funded
the program; it diverted a miniscule amount of food waste and was
expensive for them to run. However, every time we advertised in the
local newspaper, our compost hotline calls would triple. Often the
caller would be more suited to a backyard bin, but it was an
educational opportunity. We’d invariably get a call from the media
(worms are media darlings), then we could spread the word, thicker
and wider. The city saw the value in it: they still fund the
program. The wormshops always sell out. The phone still rings off
the hook. Worm composting may not save us from being buried in
garbage, just as urban agriculture may not save the world, but both
help build awareness about growing healthy food and managing food
waste: the head and tail of a resilient food system.

During my City Farmer years, in addition to
teaching wormshops, I conducted a lot of tours of our compost
demonstration garden. I’ve also been on quite a few garden tours,
around the city and in far away lands. After I left the compost
garden, I thought it might be fun to organize a few “green tours”,
showcasing green buildings, green streets, green energy, green
waste and all the wonderful things going on around growing food in
this green city.

Around that time I also got involved in planning
a conference for the Garden Writers Association that was to take
place in Vancouver. At the first meeting I attended, sitting around
the table were some of the gardening world’s Who’s Who. Brian
Minter of Minter Gardens was the chair. His vast display garden is
one of the region's premier tourist destinations. To Minter’s left
were reps from VanDusen Botanical Garden, the University of British
Columbia (UBC) Botanical Garden, and the famed Butchart Gardens
from Victoria on Vancouver Island, another tourist Mecca with
“fifty acres of floral finery.” Finally, there was me, compost
garden girl. A few eyebrows were raised when I introduced
myself.

The tours the group was proposing were
traditional; keep in mind people pose for their wedding photos in
their gardens and delighted children can board a miniature train
and wave to Snow White frolicking with the Seven Dwarves in a bed
of begonias. I treasure the memory captured in a snapshot of me and
a friend standing in front of a giant peacock made of flowers.

“But what about all the other gardens in the
city?” I dared to ask. “The community gardens, rooftop gardens,
school gardens, traffic circles and boulevards.” Even though I left
out the grow ops, the indoor hydroponic marijuana operations, for
which we are famous out here, I didn't get an enthusiastic response
from the group. So I decided to come up with my own tour – the tour
I would like to have taken as a garden writer. It would be an urban
agriculture tour disguised as a garden tour, I’d call it, A Little
Left of Garden Center.

So here's how my alternative garden tour would
go. We begin at UBC Farm, the only working farm in the city,
located on a twenty-four hectare expanse of land on the campus
grounds, with ten hectares actually farmable. With that amount of
undeveloped land available one can imagine that the farm is under
constant threat: in fact it was designated as “Future Housing
Reserve" in the university's 1997 Official Community Plan. But the
farm will not go down without a fight – and not just from the
students who get their hands dirty there; the surrounding
well-heeled communities shop at its popular farmers’ market. Up to
five hundred people line up each summer Saturday for the abundant
vegetables, herbs, flowers and small fruits; over two hundred crop
varieties are grown organically at the farm. And they almost always
run out of the organic eggs fresh from their flock of free-range
chickens. The produce is also featured at many of the city’s nearby
high-end restaurants.

The farm has a rich offering of hands-on
educational programs, both for UBC students and the community at
large. There's a children's teaching garden with a beautiful little
cob archway and garden shed. No, they are not made of corn cobs,
but a mixture of clay, sand and straw. Children helped to build the
natural structures by mixing the ingredients with their feet,
molding the mud into balls, then stacking them to form the walls.
The honeybees are popular with the kids too, and they also help to
pollinate the gardens.

In the Mayan Garden, we walk through a field of
three sisters plantings, the corn, beans and squash thrive when
grown together. The farmers, mostly Guatemalan, have created this
demonstration garden to educate students, faculty and visitors
about their food and culture. Their produce is sold at the farmers’
market too.

As we stroll through the rows of corn, I recall
a beautiful fall celebration I attended here one year. The Mayans
were dressed in colorful native costume that day. There was a
marimba band playing, and children ran about, as the men walked
through the dense cornfield cutting cobs of corn with their
scythes. Women were bent over the traditional in-ground fire,
standing the multi-colored corn, still in husks, on their ends in a
circle round the fire. Other women served up thick, sweet corn
drinks and handed out tantalizing traditional foods; some I
recognized, like the tamales wrapped in corn husks, but others,
like the delicious white jelly-like squares, dotted with black
beans I had never seen before. Standing in the field that day,
encircled by a forest, Mayans and music, with no landmarks to
orient us, I said to my friend, “Where are we?” We could have been
in Guatemala. On that day, I decided I must see Guatemala
myself.

Nearby another culture gathers to garden and we
will be welcomed to join in. UBC Farm sits on Musqueam traditional
territory; the farm acknowledges those roots by forging links with
the aboriginal community. It is home to the Vancouver Native Health
Society's Urban Aboriginal Garden and Community Kitchen. Members of
the neighboring Musqueam community participate as do urban
aboriginals from the downtown eastside who are bussed to the site.
A large aboriginal population resides on the downtown eastside,
many of them suffer from malnutrition. Program participants work
and learn in the one-acre garden; the crops they grow help to stock
their community kitchen with fresh produce, including some
traditional foods like salal and salmon berries. They have recently
added a smoke house so they can smoke their own fish. The group
also hosts cultural workshops, and events that celebrate aboriginal
traditions around food, the harvest and the seasons. UBC Farm is
truly a gathering place.

The farm’s medicinal garden features a lovely
interpretative trail through the native second growth forest where
students and visitors can learn about native plants and ecology.
Elders and other community leaders lead foraging walks. We won't
have time for that on our tour, but some of the group may want to
sign up for another day.

In their research plots, students are
investigating new techniques in sustainable agriculture. The
departments of botany, forest sciences and the faculty of land and
food systems all use the site for field research. We run into Mark
Bomford there, the farm director. I tell him to hurry up and come
up with something to deter sow bugs before they take over the
world. He says they already have and takes us over to see the
chickens.

Not far from the farm, is UBC's in-vessel
composting facility, so we stop in. The enclosed system helps speed
up the decomposition process and cut down on smells and rodent
problems. It’s the first of its kind at a Canadian university. They
collect food waste from various sites around campus and accept
donations from others. The finished product is used on the campus
landscape.

From there we swing over to Crown Street in
Southlands, a former farming area, now the heart of the equestrian
community. The property backs onto Musqueam land. Here we have an
innovative street design and storm water management project by the
City streets design department. The narrow, meandering roadway is
edged with a series of swales and retention ponds that retain storm
water. Native plants and grasses help with water filtration. The
parallel parking stalls have permeable paving, allowing rainwater
to seep into the ground instead of flowing into storm drains. This
sustainable street improves fish habitat by filtering harmful road
runoff before it enters Musqueam Creek. It demonstrates how to
successfully integrate transportation into environmentally
sensitive areas. But what I notice most is how alive the street is,
not with cars, but with neighbors, on foot, on bike, on
rollerblades, in strollers, even on horseback! Crown Street has
brought a community together.

Then it's on to the City Farmer demonstration
garden, my old stomping grounds, to get the poop on backyard
composting and worm composting. Here we find out what to do about
doggy doo and human poo, and take a bathroom break in their spiffy
compost toilet. We wander through the beautiful organic food garden
too. City Farmer is still the foremost authority on urban
agriculture in the city; they offer regular organic gardening
workshops and give advice to visitors on growing food. During the
summer, City Farmer donates most of their produce to a west side
social service agency. They are also running a Sharing Backyards
program, matching up people who want to garden but have no space,
with people who have space in their yards, but who don’t want to
garden.

We admire the beautiful cob garden shed and
outdoor bake oven and I lament over the hours and hours it took to
build. In addition to collecting water on site in rainbarrels, the
City Farmer garden showcases cutting edge water conservation
technology. The back alley has been transformed into a country
lane, kind of a mini Crown Street. So instead of paving the alley,
the City installed permeable pavers and grass in the roadway, and
flanked it with swales and native plants. Out front, a perforated
sump allows rainwater to slowly percolate into the soil and a
beautiful waterwise garden surrounds it. All their latest and
greatest projects are now captured on City Farmer TV on their
website.

Just before we leave City Farmer though, we head
on up to the roof, where the Society for Promoting Environmental
Conservation (SPEC) grows veggies in their demonstration rooftop
garden. SPEC volunteers also helped to establish the Maple and
Cypress Community Gardens, I tell the group, pointing down to the
gardens below. We have a very good view from up here. Several more
community gardens have sprung up, stretching along the railway
tracks. There’s even a small fruit orchard at the very end. The
pathway is a popular stroll and dog walk. Cycling enthusiasts want
this strip to become a bikeway and green transport activists want
to reinstate it as a commuter rail line.

Community gardens are sprouting like weeds;
there are hundreds throughout the province, thousands across the
country and throughout North America and Europe, more if you count
school gardens. Community gardens are important gathering places.
Not only do they green neighborhoods and help feed people, but also
they build community, reduce crime, encourage healthier lifestyles
and provide exercise. With more and more people getting on board
the “eat local, buy local, grow local” bandwagon, the movement is
growing. Not just because eating closer to home helps the
environment, but for the health benefits too. If you grow your own
food, you know exactly what’s gone into it and that it hasn’t been
tinkered with by scientists in a lab.

Governments are increasingly recognizing the
social, environmental and economic benefits of community gardens
too. The City of Vancouver pledged to add 2010 new garden plots by
2010 in time for the Winter Olympics. They started with 950; as of
December 31, 2009, 2,029 new garden plots had been cultivated.
Developers are getting in on the act now as well, adding rooftop
community gardens as a selling feature for their high rises.

After thoroughly exploring the nearby community
gardens, we check out a few traffic circles and boulevard gardens.
The Green Streets program invites neighbors to adopt traffic
circles and corners located at intersections. There are now about
three hundred Green Streets gardens around the city; that’s seventy
percent of the traffic circles now weeded, watered and beautified
by residents.

The purpose of traffic circles and corner
“bulges” as they are unfortunately called is to calm traffic and
make the neighborhood more pedestrian safe by helping to shorten
the crossing distance for pedestrians. But this creative street
design initiative has more benefits than safety; it also beautifies
the neighborhood, adds green space, brings neighbors together,
helps to cut down on littering, vandalism, graffiti and creates
pleasant walkways and seating areas for residents. Many residents
have also planted up their boulevards; there is another program in
place called Blooming Boulevards. Both programs have guidelines for
what you can and can’t grow. For example, tall plants like
sunflowers and hollyhocks are discouraged because they can block
views for the cars at crossings. And food crops are not permitted
because of the roadside pollution, though some gardeners are
ignoring this rule.

As we wend our way through a necklace of street
gardens, we run into one of the gardeners. Sylvia is both street
gardener and guerilla gardener. She has transformed her
neighborhood one small garden at a time. She tells us that guerilla
gardening is a, “spirited attack on barren urban spaces with seeds,
plants and garden tools." She sees it as a healthy response for
neighborhoods facing vandalism, drug dealing and garbage dumping
challenges. As a garden warrior she is always on the look out for
barren strips of land between a fence and a sidewalk, abandoned
planters in a public space, scrubby ground under a billboard, or
vacant lots awaiting development, and comes armed with seeds. For
Sylvia, gardening is a political act!

As I'm a bit of a garden extremist myself, I
love to stroll along the back lanes in various neighborhoods.
That's where you find the really fabulous gardens. So on the tour
we peek into a couple of back yards to see what folks are growing
these days.

Here's a green roof on a garage. It’s planted up
with sedums and native plants that can thrive in the shallow soil.
And here's another garage, a rooftop garden planted with potatoes,
onions and garlic. This is Sharon Slack's garden, head gardener at
City Farmer. She also has espaliered apples, grows tomatoes in her
greenhouse and has an amazing natural bog pond buzzing with life.
In addition, she has mason bee houses plastered everywhere, built
by her husband: these bees are great pollinators.

But perhaps the best back lane in the city
resides at Mole Hill, a unique urban housing project in Vancouver’s
West End. The neighborhood is full of high rises, but Mole Hill is
an exception. Within this unique city block are twenty-seven
restored heritage houses with 170 units of affordable housing; a
childcare facility; and a housing and day care program for persons
living with AIDS. There are lovely green pathways winding through
the development and community garden beds overflowing with food
crops. Fruit trees and berries line the back alley and anyone is
welcome to pick from them.

It's lunchtime and the tour group is hungry, so
we walk across the street to the West End Farmers' Market. We
decide to pick up a few things for a picnic lunch and stretch out
on the grass in the adjacent park and enjoy the scenery.
As I'm looking at the melons at one stall, the
farmer approaches me.

“Try the cantaloupe,” he says offering me a
slice from a plate.

I shake my head. “I hate cantaloupe,” I
say.

“Ah, you’re a honeydew girl!” he says. How
did he know? Then he convinced me to buy a melon I’d never tried
that had orange flesh like a cantaloupe, but tasted like honeydew.
That would never happen at Safeway. And he was right, I loved
it!

North Americans have really
taken to this European tradition of farmers’ markets. From 1994 to
2000 there was a sixty-three percent increase in markets in the
United States (USDA, 2001), with a comparable rise in Canada.
Since The 100-Mile Diet (Smith/MacKinnon,
Vintage Canada, 2007) hit bookstores in 2007, farmers’ markets have
become even more popular. More and more people see the importance
of buying local: an action that supports local farmers and a local
food system. Let’s face it, there is nothing like knowing exactly
where your food has come from, and being able to talk directly to
the person who has grown it.

School grounds are contributing to urban green
space, too. Many of them have food gardens and integrated lesson
plans. We'll wander through Grandview Elementary School on our
tour. The Spirit of Nature Garden was planted by students from
three to thirteen years old, with the help of teachers and parents.
The one-acre site features an organic food garden, a community
garden, an ethno-botanic garden of native plants, a pond, a
hummingbird and butterfly habitat, and a wild bird habitat. There’s
even a longhouse complete with totem poles used as an outdoor
classroom and gathering site. The children’s food garden augments
the weekly salad bar. Some schools have direct relationships with
farmers and buy fresh local produce for their lunch programs.

Okay, no alternative tour would be complete
without a visit to the oldest community garden in the City,
Strathcona and her younger sister, Cottonwood. Here we have bee
houses, a seed and apple storage facility, as well as an assortment
of espaliered fruit trees, including the largest public collection
of heritage apple trees in the province. Rainwater is captured in
various systems and used for irrigation in spring before the water
is turned on. Grey water is collected from two sinks in the solar
powered Eco-pavilion, and directed through a series of iris beds
into a wildlife pond. Oh, and time for another bathroom break; they
have a composting toilet too. We’ll pick up some seeds in the
Environmental Youth Garden before we go, collected and packaged by
the Environmental Youth Alliance. And that wraps up my alternative
gardens tour.

After I'd attended a few of the Garden Writers
conference planning meetings, I had to resign as I'd taken a
contract to help produce the Vancouver Garden Show, a four-day
extravaganza at VanDusen Botanical Garden. I didn't think I would
be missed. But not long after, I got a call from Brian Minter
wanting a contact name for the Strathcona Community Garden. So one
alternative garden had made the final cut for one of the conference
tours. It was a coup for the gardening left!

I think progress is being made in terms of
incorporating urban agriculture into the more traditional garden
landscape and the botanical and display gardens are helping to
popularize food growing. Chard and kale poke out of the gorgeous
planters at Minter Gardens, peppers and tomatoes now grow amid the
ornamentals at VanDusen. They also have a heritage vegetable
garden.

Shortly after I talked to Brian, I got an email
from Organic Gardening magazine. They are all about food
gardening and wondered if I could come up with a tour of backyard
gardens for one of their writers who would be attending the
upcoming conference. I just happened to have a tour in my pocket,
so I wrote right back and copied Brian on my reply. A couple days
later I got a call from TV and radio gardening personality, Mark
Cullen in Toronto. He was going to be broadcasting live on CFRB
Radio Toronto from the conference and was putting together a west
coast gardening show. Apparently Brian had recommended me for west
coast flavor. Looks like my left of garden center tour was about to
go mainstream.






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Grow your own food. In your backyard, in
someone else's backyard, on your balcony, a rooftop, in a community
garden (www.communitygarden.org) or do a little guerilla gardening
in a scruffy plot of unused land. Don't forget to set up a compost
bin or worm bin. Don't know where to start? Join a garden club,
take a course, or stroll the back alleys and chat with and learn
from backyard gardeners. If you want to be an urban farmer, learn
how at www.spinfarming.com/.

2. Start a school garden at your child’s school;
donate to the school lunch program, and help integrate urban
agriculture and food literacy into the curriculum.

3. Tour some of the alternative gardens in your
community. If you can write, write about the interesting gardeners
and their gardens, non-profits and their urban ag projects. Write
articles for newspapers and magazines; blog, tweet, share on
Facebook. If you are not a writer, suggest story ideas to newspaper
editors, radio and TV stations.

4. Take an agriculture tour of Cuba. Wendy Holm
offers tours for farmers and students out of Vancouver,
www.theholmteam.ca/ and Global Exchange in San Francisco has one in
their Reality Tours line-up. www.globalexchange.org/.

5. Become a backyard bee or chicken keeper. Take
a workshop or join a group involved in these activities in your
area.

*****






CHAPTER THREE: Getting a Grip on
Hunger

I was sitting
on a bus, one of the new cavernous tanks on the road in Metro
Vancouver. I had just happily settled into one of the few seats
when I noticed an elderly woman teetering down the wide center
aisle. Bags of heavy groceries dangled from one hand contorting her
body into a dangerous lean. The other hand flailed about, clutching
at thin air. She had a wild-eyed look. There was nothing to hang on
to in sight. I quickly got up to let her have my cherished
seat.

“Oh thank you dear,” she said gratefully. “I
just fell on one of these buses last week.”

That is something I’m hearing quite often these
days since the debut of this new, much lauded $273 million dollar
trolley bus fleet. Fortunately I took balance beam in school, and
have fared quite well on these new and “improved” buses.
Skateboarders, windsurfers and acrobats should find them accessible
as well.

I have been thinking a lot about access lately,
in terms of food. When I was on the Vancouver Food Policy Council
(VFPC), the volunteer body that advises the city on food issues, I
joined the access working committee. I had no idea what it meant; I
just thought I should try something other than waste management for
once. I also felt sorry for the one and only person on that
committee. I was now working on food access issues with my own
neighborhood group too, the Westside Food Security
Collaborative.

When you have access to food, it means you can
get the stuff you want and need easily. The VFPC “recognizes access
to safe, sufficient, culturally appropriate, nutritious food” as a
basic human right for all Vancouver residents. But often there are
barriers, especially to fresh fruit and vegetables. Some of the
barriers are: lack of financial resources, low
energy, health problems, age, housing costs, ethnicity,
inconvenient grocery store locations, limited or no cooking
facilities, physical challenges, mobility issues, time constraints,
no land/space for growing food, poor transit in your neighborhood
or, as I was witnessing, a very poorly thought out bus
design.

I am a regular transit user, in fact, I don’t
even own a car (according to my family, that is saving a lot of
lives). It took me one bus ride to observe countless problems with
the design of these new buses. The first was the reduced number of
seats at the front of the bus. The reasoning from the powers that
be, I assume, was that if they pack us in like sardines, they don’t
have to put as many buses on the route. Good fiscal management.
Well, unless your lawsuits increase exponentially.

I was now standing, forced into a tree pose with
my face pressed into someone’s back- pack. I had nothing to grab on
to but their hair in an emergency. And emergencies happened every
time the bus stopped. I should say jerked violently to a stop. The
New Flyers, as the buses are appropriately named, regularly send
riders flying through the air like a flock of trapeze artists. Some
bus drivers increase the excitement by zipping in and out of
traffic, screeching up to curbs, all while talking on their cell
phones. These breathtaking, death-defying performances add to the
circus effect.

The new buses are especially challenging for the
elderly, ironic, because the entire first third of the bus is
dedicated to seniors and the physically challenged. There are no
center poles to grab on to when you get up (or to pole dance on if
you are so inclined). The straps that hang above the seats are so
high that elderly people, who may be hunched over, cannot reach
them. The side arms on the front row seats are so low, you can’t
even use them to steady yourself anymore. Complicated all the more
if you are carrying groceries or pushing a stroller or a little
shopping cart.

We were traveling into the downtown eastside
now, Vancouver’s shameful claim to fame. The poorest, drug-ridden,
addict rich, bedbug infested neighborhood in Canada. The characters
on the buses increase in this neighborhood, although I prefer them
to the nutbars from Kitsilano who don shorts and flip-flops at the
first sign of sunshine in mid-February, never mind that the
temperatures are still below freezing. I got off at Main and
Hastings, the heart of the district, to do a little research for an
upcoming tour.

If you’ve ever walked down East Hastings Street
between Columbia and Gore looking for a snack, you probably went
hungry. Hastings looks like a war zone, grey and bleak with metal
encased windows, boarded up storefronts and a noticeable lack of
food stores. But walk a block up to East Pender and you hit the
mother lode: vibrant, colorful green grocers, abundant, budget
conscious food stores, restaurants and bakeries. How could two
streets, only one block apart reside in two such distinct
worlds?

“When we think of hunger in the city and access
issues, it’s easy to point the finger at the downtown eastside,”
says Dr. Christiana Miewald in a phone interview later. She is a
food system analyst with the Center for Sustainable Community
Development at Simon Fraser University (SFU), a member of FORC, a
food research consortium. At the time, she also sat on the food
policy council. But not so fast, remember plentiful Pender Street?
In fact the findings of a 2006 baseline food system assessment,
dubbed the FORC Report, conducted by the consortium found that per
capita, the downtown eastside has more grocery outlets than any
other neighborhood in the city.

“There are extremely vulnerable populations on
the downtown eastside,” says Miewald, “many people there have
multiple health problems and drug issues, inadequate income
assistance and housing.” But according to Miewald this is not just
about location, location, location. After all the Greater Vancouver
Food Bank helps to feed 9,000 people each week from their fifteen
depots throughout Metro Vancouver and another 16,000 through their
partnerships with over a hundred agencies. There are other access
barriers besides where you live and how little you earn.

“Everyone in the city is food insecure on some
level,” says Miewald.

We have only to think back to the turn of the
century to understand. Back then we were warned that if food
shipments were stopped due to an international Y2K computer
catastrophe, there would be only three days of fresh food on the
grocery store shelves. But even without the threat of manmade or
natural disasters like earthquakes, hurricanes and tsunamis cutting
off our supply of coffee and bananas (both on my list of
essentials), and the myriad imported products, there are other
reasons we may not be getting healthy food.

“Time constraints, lack of resources, energy,
mobility and no place to grow food are other access barriers that
affect food security for people throughout the city,” says
Miewald.

So why don’t the people on Hastings just walk a
block to Pender to shop? I wonder. I ask Nathan Edelson, senior
planner with the City of Vancouver and one of the driving forces
behind the creation of the food policy council. He also leads tours
of the downtown eastside that contrast Pender and Hastings
streets.

“Some do, but there are cultural barriers for
one,” says Edelson. “You have a very different population base on
the two streets. Along Pender there is a traditional market
catering to Chinese families and seniors. And people who shop there
all have kitchens. There are 5,000 SROs [single room occupancy]
hotels in Vancouver with no real cooking facilities."

The rooms in these hotels are small, sometimes
one hundred square feet, with sparse furnishings, maybe a hot
plate, and residents often share a bathroom. They are the primary,
affordable housing option for low-income people who are otherwise
at risk of homelessness. Rooms can be rented for the short and
long-term, but are in scant supply.

In focus groups conducted with residents of the
downtown eastside for the FORC Report, participants also pointed
out that they weren’t always welcome in these stores, and they were
intimidated by the unfamiliar foods. “It’s hard to get eggs and
fresh milk,” said one person.

Milk and eggs are not generally part of the
Asian diet. Participants also cited language barriers; many of the
food signs are not translated into English. Chinatown merchants
have begun to bridge to this potential market by offering more
bilingual signage, discount coupons and shopping tours.

The FORC Report identified several other areas
in the city that are “food insecure,” where residents may have to
travel several miles to get to a major grocery store. Food
“deserts,” as they are sometimes called, are found throughout the
city; even in so-called higher income neighborhoods, there are
low-income people living in secondary suites. And with fewer
resources, there are fewer food choices and a greater reliance on
the car. If you don’t have a car, you have to rely on transit or
lug groceries several blocks. I was surprised to learn there was a
problem in my very own Kitsilano neighborhood.

According to research conducted by two
University of Victoria nursing students
(Exploring Food Security in Vancouver’s West Side, June
2007), vulnerable populations, on the so-called affluent west
side are having difficulty accessing fresh fruit and vegetables and
are suffering from malnutrition. “Food is the first thing to go,”
said Heather Pottery, study co-author with Adrienne Jinkerson. “A
recurring comment we heard was: What can I scrimp on in order to
pay the rent?” According to BC Stats (2005), nearly forty percent
of west side residents pay more than a third of their income on
rent. “With such tight food budgets, people rely on social
programs, so changes in government policies and cuts in programs
can have a real impact on people’s food security,” says
Pottery.

Working in collaboration with Vancouver Coastal
Health and the Westside Food Security Collaborative, Pottery and
Jinkerson conducted focus groups with five west side social service
agencies and forty community members. They identified several
categories of those in need including: single moms, people who had
difficulty in preparing meals due either to a disability or maybe
poor kitchen facilities; seniors; and low income earners.

“Low incomes, health, the cost of food, and high
rents are all factors that collide,” says Pottery. And they found
that focus group participants were very reluctant to talk about
their situations. “There’s a real social stigma to admitting you
have needs on the west side.”

Mobility emerged as one of the major issues for
west side residents. “Even if you have an ‘accessible’ bus on your
route, carrying groceries can still be problematic,” said Pottery.
“Handy Dart [Tranlink’s shared-ride buses, specially equipped for
passengers with physical or cognitive disabilities] does provide
service but that is four dollars and fifty cents a round trip and
comes right out of the food budget.”

Often corner convenience stores are the easiest
to get to, but because those stores are more expensive and may not
even offer fresh produce, residents report buying “cheap, filling
stuff like rice and pasta.” According to the report, “food
insecurity does not mean that people are going hungry, instead it
means that they are not accessing the best, or most nutritious
foods possible […] not having access to adequate amounts of
affordable foods through normal means such as buying food at
supermarkets, farmers’ markets or even gardening.”

“There are many seniors living on the west side
and they are particularly vulnerable,” said Pottery. “They may have
walkers, scooters or wheelchairs and getting around is nearly
impossible.” According to Pottery, focus group participants
complained about the narrow store aisles in many of these stores
and the big marketing displays, which make it difficult to get
around in. While there are many fresh food grocery stores in
Kitsilano, residents say they can’t even get in to some of the more
affordable green grocers because of the bulky outdoor produce
displays.

There are a number of innovative programs on the
west side, including a buying club, community kitchens and an
affordable fruit and veggie box, but it's not cutting the mustard.
One agency distributes approximately $11,000 in grocery store
vouchers a month, but says their clients still need to “double
dip”, meaning trips to the food bank in addition to the
vouchers.

“People are very resourceful,” says Pottery,
“but even if they are watching for sales, cutting coupons and
participating in meal programs, they still often have to supplement
their groceries at the food bank.” As there are only two agencies
that run food banks on the west side and you have to be clients to
use them, most have to travel quite a distance to get to one.

“They also rely more on family and friends, but
they feel really bad about it,” says Pottery. Participants say
there is more pressure from the BC medical system to depend on
their own support systems now too.

The focus groups had some excellent
recommendations for addressing food access issues including better
shuttle service to stores; an affordable farmers’ market; growing
more fruit trees on boulevards; more shop by phone and grocery
delivery services; and referrals to Quest Outreach Society.

Quest is BC’s only food exchange. They divert
over five million pounds of surplus foods from landfills annually,
redirecting it to their warehouse where it is then sold to clients
of social service agencies in the lower mainland. They also operate
a number of low cost grocery stores.

Our Westside Collaborative has been exploring
the possibility of a mobile low cost store. The bus or large van
would be retrofitted with freezers and shelving, then stocked with
fresh fruit and veggies and healthy selections. People would get on
board to shop. It would also be wheelchair accessible. The mobile
store would park in different places throughout the week to make it
easier for our neighbors to access fresh fruit and vegetables and
other nutritious foods.

There are many examples of this type of store
throughout Europe and the US. Some have been converted from old
buses, courier trucks or even RV’s. The Veggie Mobile in Troy, New
York has a solar powered generator and runs on used cooking oil. In
Richmond, Virginia, Mark Lilly of Farm to Family focuses on food
deserts driving his mobile farmer’s market, a big ol’ white school
bus, onto abandoned supermarket parking lots.

So what’s the cure for hunger in the city? Both
Edelson and Miewald say there’s no one solution, but point to many
excellent models currently operating, some of them on the downtown
eastside. The Washington Market on Hastings is a low-cost grocery
store where people can buy staples at subsidized prices. The
Potluck Café operates a successful catering and event planning
business, employs local residents and provides the community with
healthy, affordable meals. Carnegie Community Center serves
affordable, wholesome meals where volunteers can earn food
vouchers. These downtown eastside models could be cloned and moved
to other neighborhoods, so people can eat closer to home.

There are inspiring models
outside of the downtown eastside as well. The BC Farmers’ Market
Nutrition & Coupon Project provides single moms with discount
vouchers to purchase food at farmers' markets; the voucher program
is combined with cooking classes. Some community groups,
including ours, are setting up smaller, “pocket markets,” temporary
fresh produce markets that can be offered in food deserts and other
key locations, like seniors centers, neighborhood houses, hospitals
and churches. Our program is modeled after FoodRoots from Victoria,
BC; targeted at low-income seniors, it includes a voucher system similar to the farmers market
program.

Other groups are working with corner stores, to
improve the selection of fresh foods. A group of university
students in San Francisco worked with a corner store owner to bring
fresh fruit and vegetables to a food desert; the store became a
pick up spot for members of a Community Shared Agriculture (CSA)
program. There is a whole network called Healthy Corner Stores
devoted to the movement. Local governments are
helping to improve fresh food access too. The City of
Vancouver has expanded the line of street food options, now there
will be more culturally diverse offerings like Chinese Dim Sum and
Mexican burritos in addition to the omnipresent hotdogs and roasted
chestnuts. In New York City, the mobile Green Cart program brings
fresh produce to the streets. The state of Maryland just passed a
tax credit bill to provide an incentive for grocery stores to set
up in low-income areas. Many local governments are putting
healthier food options in civic buildings and vending machines.

“The trick is to have programs that do more than
one thing,” says Miewald, “so to link food producers with food
providers, like a farmers’ market and a community kitchen, for
example. And as consumers we can increase our own food security by
growing our own food, buying local or organic,
shopping at farmers' markets, joining a food co-op or buying
club.”

Meanwhile back on the bus, I was watching a most
entertaining scene. It happens pretty well every time I ride the
bus. Riders (often the elderly, but even the weak like me) try to
get the side seats unlocked by pulling up the yellow bolt thingy.
Then a good Samaritan Hulk Hogan type steps in and begins to
wrestle with the bolt. It usually takes several people to get it
unlocked and then to hold the seat down while the person leaps onto
it. Then there are the seats that don’t lock, but just flip back
up. You must be very nimble to get into your chair fast enough
before your butt gets smacked. And speaking of sore butts.

“Didn’t they talk to you guys before they bought
these buses?” I asked a bus driver one day.

“They don’t listen to us,” he said. “These are
the most uncomfortable seats to sit in all day too.”

Yeah, why would you consult the folks who drive
the buses all day long? Why bother listening to customers? I
wondered who exactly had evaluated the prototype (they only tested
one the driver told me). It could not have been anyone who actually
rides a bus. Not the elderly. Not bus drivers. Perhaps circus
performers. But not bike enthusiasts. The night before, I watched a
bus driver refuse to let a scruffy-looking man with his bike come
on board. He was rather rudely told “not after dark." Apparently
the exterior bike racks mess with the headlights! Wouldn’t you be
more inclined to want to get home faster at night?

Granted these buses are probably greener and
maybe quieter. Translink’s Buzzer newsletter praises some of
their other stellar features: four-wheel disc brakes, six-speed
automatic transmission, the engine located in the left rear corner
(bonus!), door chime (wow!) and articulated joint (groovy man) made
by a German company. I don’t know about you, but that is certainly
why I ride transit.

But here’s the feature that really has me sold.
THE ENTIRE BUS CAN KNEEL DOWN TO CURB LEVEL Presumably to pray with
you before you board that you won’t be permanently maimed while
riding on it. I am also praying that Translink will donate one of
their retired (and oh so preferable buses) for our mobile grocery
store.






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. How does your community fare in terms of
access to fresh, healthy food? Is there a good transit system or
shuttle service that stops near the main grocery store? Is the
store conveniently located? Are the entrances and aisles clear and
wide? Is there a range of culturally diverse products? How is the
pricing? Do they have sales? Discounts for seniors? Phone shopping?
Delivery? If they don’t rate well, talk to your grocer about access
issues.

2. If you have elderly neighbors, offer to drive
them to the store or shop for them. Volunteer with Meals on Wheels,
a meal delivery program for shut-ins, or an agency that provides a
shuttle/shopping service for seniors and others with barriers.

3. Do the corner stores in your neighborhood
offer healthy options? If not, ask them if they might be willing to
bring in more fresh food if you and some of your neighbors shop
there regularly. Visit www.healthycornerstores.org/ for information
and a list of groups working with corner stores.

4. Are there healthy street food options in your
community and at vending machines in civic buildings? If not, ask
your local politicians why not?

5. If you live in a food desert, consider
starting a good food box program, or a pocket market to help
increase access for low-income people. You'll find a pocket market
toolkit at foodroots.ca/. Help educate your local politicians about
food deserts too; write/speak to them about what other local
governments are doing.

*****






CHAPTER FOUR: The Gauntlet

Every day I walk
a gauntlet on my way to and from home. I am hit up for cash from no
less than six street people: three who may actually live on the
street, and another three who just work the street for a
non-governmental organization (NGO).

I never know what to do: it varies, depending on
my mood. Sometimes I give. Sometimes I buy Megaphone, a
newspaper run by street people and the underhoused. Sometimes I
look away. Sometimes I fish around in my grocery bag for some food
to share with them. Sometimes I feel guilty. Sometimes I get angry
and yell at the Doctors Without Borders or the rape shelter folks
or Greenpeace. “This is my neighborhood. I see you every day. How
can I possibly give to you every time you ask?”

It’s not like they’re faceless. I know them.
They are part of my streetscape. Especially the ones who are down
on their luck, like Jack, the elderly man who sits outside Capers,
a high-end natural foods store. He has a sign that breaks my heart:
Hello, my name is Jack. I’m 71 years old and I’m having a hard
time. Never mind that his sign has said “71” for a few years
now, it still makes me open my wallet.

Then there’s “Dog Man." He had two pit bulls.
They followed him everywhere. They were docile and dopey, but well
cared for. He sits outside of the drugstore. I notice he often
doodles on a drawing pad. He’s talented. Sometimes he has a broom
and sweeps up outside. Or cleans the windows. One day I noticed
there was only one dog. I asked him where the other one was. He
said he had to put him down and his eyes welled up.

The Megaphone guy sells his monthly paper
outside Capers, too. It’s good pickin’s there, in a yuppified
neighborhood full of guilt-ridden liberals. I buy the paper once a
month for a couple bucks. He also sells calendars and books at
various times. I have bought those too. He has an excellent work
ethic really, they all do. There are a lot of other things I would
do before standing or sitting on a street corner begging for
handouts. But they’re out there every day, making a living.

Some of them have been in the area since the
sixties, like the long-haired guy who used to run a thrift store on
Fourth Avenue. You couldn’t get into his store, mind you: it was
piled from floor to ceiling with stuff. He used to stand in front
on the sidewalk. When he was kicked out, he moved the store
contents to an eccentric lady’s second hand shop, up the street. It
was hard to get into her store too – stuff poured out of the
doorway at the top of a flight of stairs – but she owned the whole
building. Then she sold, and now the long-haired guy pushes a
shopping cart.

And there’s Malcolm who plays a wicked banjo. He
lives in a big old run down Kitsilano house, a property worth a
million bucks. Ron, the guy who owns it is an old hippy. He used to
roam the neighborhood with a cart and rickety Doberman. His yard is
piled high with junk. The Doberman is gone now, but I still see Ron
out on his collection rounds. He rents out his place to an
interesting and ever changing band of characters. Malcolm lives
there off and on. It’s the only rental place in Kits he can afford
now. I know this because I used to live next door to them, in an
old renovated house. My landlord had tried unsuccessfully to buy
Ron’s dilapidated house. He was worried it would bring down his
property value.

Then there’s the guy with no nose. The girl with
scabs all over face. And many others before them. Some I guess have
just moved on. Some got a job or help, I hope. I heard that one
native man I used to chat with died.

I want to do the right thing. But what is the
right thing? I want an answer. I ask my friend Nancy Clark, a
former street nurse, what I should do.

“I don’t know. I do the same thing you do,” she
says. “But giving to the local organizations and drop in centers
who are making a difference is good.” Nancy spent seven years
working on the downtown eastside. She went into all the single room
occupancy hotels (SRO). Her job was to persuade the residents with
mental health issues to get into treatment.

“You would be horrified to see the living
conditions,” she says, “and how people live.”

But better and more social housing is only part
of the solution, according to Nancy. “A lot of people can’t live in
normal housing,” she says. “They don’t need just a roof over their
head, they need an environment that’s supportive of using drugs.
Maybe they have HIV, are brain-damaged and mentally ill, you need
housing that’s tolerant.”

“Are people going hungry?” I ask, wanting to
move the conversation in the direction of food.

Nancy says food isn’t really an issue for
people. There is plenty of food, if they can get to it. But the
kind of food they’re getting is an issue. And, she tells me, food
is not a priority for the addict: drugs are.

I tell her about the woman on the corner of
Fourth Avenue with scabs on her face.

“Crack,” she says. “Probably a prostitute.”

Nancy worries about the women the most. “They
are invisible, silent,” she says. “You don’t see them as much. They
are more at risk when they sleep outside. I give to the women,” she
says.

I ask her what the biggest problem is around
mental health.

She said, “It’s the stigma, the lack of
understanding and tolerance around addiction and mental health. You
know we have whole buildings and walks for cancer research and
AIDS, but you don’t see that for schizophrenia. Mental health and
addiction have to be treated together.”

It seems there is no one fix. Nancy says all of
these solutions need to happen, housing, proper mental and primary
health care, treatment programs: they are all part of the
toolkit.

“Putting someone on meds isn’t necessarily going
to cure them. It’s not about the treatment, it’s about the
community respect and support that people need to get well,” she
said.

Nancy is currently working on her PhD, looking
at where religion and spirituality intersect with personal social
factors like ethnicity, cultural identity or gender and how that
might inform mental health and addiction services in BC. She
believes a more integrated or holistic model of treatment could
really help, a kind of one-stop shopping for services. So people
can get their meds and have a bloody nose tended, teeth
fixed, a hot meal and get plugged in to other social programs and
resources there.

“Schizophrenics don’t connect in the same way,
but it’s about finding a way that they can connect and find
meaning," says Nancy. "Work can give purpose. A place where someone
looks at you, says hello. A community that’s accepting of who you
are. It’s about meeting their full potential, whatever that is.
Giving them the best quality of life they can have.”

I tell Nancy I am thinking about interviewing
some of the people who sit on Fourth Avenue. I tell her I’m afraid,
because I know if I do that, if I ask them their names and they
tell me their stories, then everything will change: I can no longer
walk by them. I am not sure I want to remove that barrier I have
kept up for all these years. She urges me to talk to them. I say I
will think about it.

I found more insight and a surprising
perspective around charities in an article in the Vancouver
Courier, written by Michael McCarthy, (The Gospel Truth,
April 4/08). He was interviewing Greenpeace co-founder, Rex Weyler
about his latest book, The Jesus Sayings: The Quest for his
Authentic Message (Anansi Press, 2008).

“In my book I say that the skid row mission
serving free meals and offering comfort and medical services is the
most Jesus-like institution to survive 2,000 years of social
evolution,” says Weyler, handing a loonie to a street person who
stops to offer directions to the bus. "If you just drop your money
in the basket and think that is generosity, you are fooling
yourself, you are just posing. Real generosity is giving to anyone
in need in the moment.”

Weyler’s comment shocked me. In my food circles,
I had been “taught” that the charity model was not sustainable. It
was certainly not sustainable for me to give every time I was
asked. Yet Weyler goes on to say that the “sharing of food”
miracles that Jesus performed, “are about the miracle of generosity
multiplying itself.”

Churches and other meal providers on the
downtown eastside share that new perspective. In the same article,
McCarthy interviews two church workers. Sister Marianne Rohrer from
the Franciscan Mission says:

“We sisters have always preached a hand up, not
a hand out, to teach a man to fish as the parable says, and not
just to give them a fish. But something terrible happened to these
people along the way. They are stuck, and I think the best thing we
can do for them now is just to be here.”

Reverend Bob Burrows from the First United
Church on the downtown eastside echoes Sister Rohrer’s sentiments.
“Back in the old days, we didn’t believe in soup lines and handouts
[…] We thought our job was to empower people, to get them to give
up booze. We’d send them over to the Dugout [which Burrow founded]
for counseling and work. Now we have 3,000 people coming by the
church for food and shelter. Over 4,000 people use the church as
their mailing address, and we have about eighty people a night
sleeping in the pews. What would Jesus do today? He’d give them
acceptance, a warm place to stay, a glimmer of hope, that there is
a way out of the tunnel.”

Burrows believes that “[t]he old Saul Alinsky
liberal philosophy from the 1960s about empowering poor people to
help decide their own future doesn’t apply anymore. The situation
on the street down here is way past that.”

I remember reading another interview, this one
with Dr. Gabor Maté on his new book, In the Realm of Hungry
Ghosts (Knopf Canada, 2008). He has been working on the
downtown eastside with hard-core addicts for ten years. He talked
about how abuse and drugs actually alter our brains and that can
severely limit the addict’s freedom of choice. I no longer have a
copy of the interview, but suddenly remember it was in the June
2008 issue of Megaphone. I wonder if my Fourth Avenue vendor
might have some back issues.

As I delve more deeply into the charity model, I
discover it is not just the downtown eastside agencies that have
adopted this philosophy of just being there for people, feeding
them. People are being fed in other neighborhoods too, even in the
heart of downtown amid the movie theatres.

A crowd is gathering on Granville Street in
front of a vacant store. There is a shopping cart there with large
buckets in it. A serving cart holds paper cups, bowls, and plastic
spoons. There’s juice and water too. Boxes of buns and apples sit
on the sidewalk. Once a month, the day before the welfare checks
are handed out, the hungry from all over Vancouver come to feast on
a now famous stew lovingly made by the cooks at the Fairmont
Waterfront Hotel.

There’s a story behind this stew of course. And
it started many years ago with a woman named Clemencia Gomez.
Clemencia worked with Neighborhood Helpers, a non-profit group that
reaches out to seniors and others living in SRO's in the downtown
core. Part of her job was to make sure people were eating well. She
even started a little rooftop garden so residents could grow some
of their own food. That's how I met her; some of us Food Policy
Council members organized an urban agriculture tour for the city
councilors. It was during that same tour that one of the councilors
came up with the idea to create 2010 community gardens in time for
the 2010 Olympics.

While we stood in the little rooftop garden,
Clemencia told us her story. She was working in the downtown area
hotels like the Old Continental, the Vogue and the Gresham, when
she noticed that there were a lot of other hungry people in the
area too.

“That was the biggest shock to me,” said this
native of Columbia, “that people could be going hungry in a rich
country like Canada.” She decided to do something about it.

She went to see the chef at the Fairmont
Waterfront to see if he would give her left over produce to put in
a monthly soup. Daryl Nagato, the executive chef at the time, well
known for his hotel rooftop herb garden said, “I can do more than
that, I’ll make it for you.”

And so began the monthly ritual that continues
today. The giant pot of stew, much heartier than soup, is so large
it is hooked up to its own heating system and has to be tipped into
the waiting buckets with an electronic device. And the standard set
by Nagato remains high.

“It doesn’t matter who my customer is,” says
Zarko Torbica, the banquet sous chef and official taster at the
Fairmont Waterfront. “If it doesn’t taste good, it doesn’t go
out.”

“It tastes just like the stew my mother used to
make,” says one happy recipient. “You don’t have to ask where’s the
beef in this stew, there’s big chunks of meat in it,” says another.
They go back for seconds and thirds. After all, they won’t taste
this stew again for another month. Young, old, homeless or
sheltered, the people gathered here once a month, rain or shine,
have one thing in common, hunger.

Most people are unaware of the SRO's on the
downtown strip, including Rose Mancini who replaced Clemencia.

“I used to go to movies on Granville Street, and
I had no idea there were even single room occupancy hotels there,”
says Rose.

Under Rose’s guidance, the garden program is
expanding. Raised beds have been put in the parking lot behind the
Old Continental. Residents grow tomatoes, lettuces, herbs and
flowers for their own use.

“We have a big barbeque at the end of the
summer,” says Rose. “The hotel managers are great. They put out a
huge spread for the residents.” Only a few blocks away, and yet
worlds apart from the negligent landlords I have heard about on the
downtown eastside.

Rose is concerned about providing healthy food
to the hotel residents. In addition to weekly soups at the SRO’s,
they host coffee hours to get to know the residents. The food for
these sessions comes from the food bank and is not always what she
would call healthy: candy, cookies, donuts. But she’s working on
that too. Cobs Bread, a bakery chain, has been supplying
scones for the coffee hours – and not leftovers – they are fresh
baked. Organics at Home, an organic delivery service, also
provides produce weekly.

“Food always brings people together,” says Rose.
“That’s how we build relationships.”

Feeding people does sound like the neighborly
thing to do, but I still can't help but feel we are perpetuating a
worn out system. I ask my colleague and food issues expert Herb
Barbolet why he thinks the “charity system” is still entrenched. He
says for good reason. It’s become big business.

“A huge charity industry has developed in the
food arena,” says Herb. “Large corporations dump their waste
essentially into charities. It doesn’t cost them anything to pawn
off their junk on poor people, in fact they get tax credits for it.
And the CEO’s and top staff of these corporations often run these
charities; they sit on their boards. Plus they get a lot of
prestige and good PR out of it.”

According to Herb, you can see the effects of
corporatization on the charity industry by how they measure
success. “One person through the line in 1.34 seconds. It’s the
same criteria they use in factories,“ he says. “It’s a production
line.”

But it seems the need is great enough to justify
the system. The 2007 HungerCount produced annually by Food Banks
Canada reports that in March that year, 720, 231 people received
groceries from a food bank, down marginally from the previous year
but up ninety-one percent since 1989. In BC, 76,514 people needed
to use food bank services in that one month. We also have the
highest overall poverty and for the third year in a row, the
highest child poverty rates in the country. The numbers continue to
rise.

There was one quote from the 2007 report that
really resonated with me, because it gets at the issues behind
hunger: “The need for emergency food assistance exists in the
nation’s poorest regions, and in our most prosperous cities. It
exists among single individuals, and among single and dual-parent
families. Hunger affects people on welfare and those with jobs.
Whether because of punishingly low welfare rates, meager wages,
insufficient pension income, lack of coverage by Employment
Insurance, or barriers to workforce participation, food insecurity
is experienced in every province and territory.”

There are 900 food banks in Canada with 2,900
affiliated agencies. The first BC food bank was set up in greater
Vancouver in 1982 in response to the hunger crisis during the 1981
economic recession. The food bank was supposed to be an emergency
system, but here we were all these years later still relying on
it.

Doug Aason, the Director of Community Investment
for the Greater Vancouver Food Bank says: “We started with two
hundred people a week back then, now we feed 25,000 a week in the
lower mainland.” They have fifteen depots throughout the region and
work from a 33,000 square foot warehouse. They serve the working
poor, seniors, and recently arrived immigrants.

They also support more than one hundred other
agencies that have food programs in the city including seniors
centers, AIDS groups, drop in centers, soup kitchens, youth and
women’s shelters, community kitchens and gardens, mental health
agencies, children’s programs, the local fruit tree project and
plant a row campaign. They pick up prepared and perishable food
daily from hotels, restaurants and caterers and deliver it directly
to meal providers through their Community Angel Food Runners
program.

"We would love to see food banks go away," says
Aason. “The fact that we are still depending on food banks makes a
statement about our politicians not addressing the issues of
homelessness and poverty.”

According to the 2007 report, “Canadian food
bank use has not dropped below 700,000 individuals per month since
1997. This fact suggests that the need for emergency food
assistance has been only marginally affected by a decade of social
policy reform at the federal and provincial levels.”

Aason has refused food from some suppliers.
“Don’t send us your garbage,” he warns. He is proud of the quality
of their food, which he says follows the Canada Food Guide.

There is another group in town approaching the
supply and demand problem in another way. I took a tour of this
food recovery facility.

We Don’t Have a Hunger Problem, We have a
Distribution Problem is the slogan emblazoned across the
delivery truck parked in the back of Quest Outreach Society. Just
inside the loading bay, a group of volunteers from Britannia
Community Education are sorting food and getting ready to load it
on the truck. The truck will deliver the food to Britannia Ice Rink
where a temporary market will be set up. Sixty registered families
can then pick up the items they need for the week. The volunteers
will be “paid” in food. A hot lunch will also be provided for all
that day.

“We couldn’t run our program without Quest. We
get significant savings on the food we buy. It’s critical to the
success of helping families on the east side of Vancouver,” says
program coordinator Mike Evans.

Quest understands intimately that there is in
fact plenty for all. Every day they rescue food from every sector
of the food industry. The food is then sorted, processed at their
warehouse, then redistributed to the hungry in the lower mainland
by their 244 social service agency partners. Some surplus food even
goes to international partners in South America and Africa. And
with their zero waste policy, not one morsel goes to waste; even
the inedible food is turned into animal feed or compost.

In 2006/07, thanks to 343 food suppliers, Quest
recovered $8.26 million worth of food — that's nearly six million
pounds of fresh vegetables and fruit, meat and fish, baked goods,
and other staples that would have otherwise rotted away in a
landfill. And it’s not crummy, stale or out of date food
either.

“All our food is donated and it’s all good
quality,” says (then) executive director Shelley Wells. “We get
surpluses, or odd sized fruits or vegetables with slight blemishes.
The packaging may be damaged a bit, or it’s approaching the expiry
date.”

As I walked through their warehouse, I felt like
I was in a big box supermarket. I strolled past walk in coolers,
freezers, and row upon row of shelving laden with canned fruits and
veggies, every soup under the sun, even tins of dolphin friendly
tuna. I lingered in the carb loading section with its glorious
array of junk food: because everyone needs it sometimes. In the
produce area, I saw beautiful round baby organic watermelons (most
of the produce is in fact organic), mixed leafy greens and an
unlimited supply of tomatoes year round. There’s something for
every taste, even high-end gourmet fare like caviar, steak, lobster
and star fruit.

"It’s a chance for people to try exotic things,"
says Wells.

They fill and empty their 575 square meter
warehouse every single day. The food goes out to social service
agencies that then distribute it to their clients – feeding about
70,000 people per month.

“But we’re still capturing only one per cent of
the food being wasted,” says Wells. They actually have to turn food
away.

“We get six thousand pieces of bread a day. And
some of it is just too crusty and chewy for a lot of our clients
who may not have all their teeth,” says Wells. “And there are ten
thousand pieces available. It’s the only thing we do turn down
because we just can’t deal with the volume.”

They also prepare just under a thousand sit-down
meals that are served to homeless and street people on the downtown
eastside by their agency partners. And they freeze and process a
lot of the food in their commercial kitchen.

“We just received twelve tons of broccoli this
week,” says Wells, “it’s being blanched and frozen now.”

Innovative partnerships mean agencies can
contribute in different ways too. Some buy the food for their own
programs, some provide food, others provide financial support or
volunteer time. Recently, three trucks were donated.

“Buying food from Quest really helps us stretch
our budget,” says Rhonda Alvarez Licona, program coordinator at The
Helping Spirit Lodge Society. “One of our clients came in recently
needing some cereal for her son just to get her to payday and we
were able to go to the participants’ cupboard and make up a care
package.”

They also provide shopping services for their
partner agencies’ clients; the depot is not open to the general
public. Four hundred customers a day shop at their warehouse store,
paying thirty percent of the wholesale price. They have two
satellite low-cost stores, one on the downtown eastside and one in
an outlying municipality.

“Every dollar we take in here generates close to
thirteen dollars worth of food and feeds six people,” says Wells.
She feels that capacity could be increased even more if there were
more satellite depots throughout the lower mainland, that is mini
stores set up at partner agencies to serve their own client
base.

“That way we could move more food out of the
warehouse faster and take more in. It would have a huge and
immediate impact on the hungry population’s ability to access
healthy food,” says Wells.

Quest is the only food exchange in Canada, so
far. They have since moved to a larger warehouse and have scaled
back their activities somewhat.

The food that is recovered from programs like
Quest and Food Runners generally goes to downtown eastside
agencies. My west side food group was working on food recovery
strategies in our neighborhood to try to keep at least some of that
food for our own vulnerable population and the agencies who feed
them. We have no official food bank to tide people over. A local
group has just set up a Shared Harvest here, an on-line database
where you can source locally produced food or donate food to those
in need, sort of an on-line food bank. There are Shared Harvest's
throughout Canada and the US. Portland, Oregon has a program
specifically geared to businesses called Fork it Over.

While obviously we could not do away with the
emergency food system yet, I still believed it was important to
have other more sustainable models working in tandem with food
banks, so that eventually we can leave the charity model behind.
Social enterprises similar to the ones mentioned in the previous
chapter: United We Can and their SOLEFood Garden, Will Allen's
Growing Power and the Potluck Café, all help to develop the local
economy, providing employment and food. I had also learned that you
couldn't separate food issues from poverty, mental health, housing
and how tolerant a community was.

Not long after my visit to Quest, I approached
my street paper vendor outside Capers. I asked him about the June
issue, the one with the interview featuring Gabor Maté's book. He
said he had some back issues and could bring it for me.

“I see you every day,” he said.

“I’m Spring,” I said and extend my hand.

“Danny,” he said, shaking my hand, a big warm
smile on his face.






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Give to your local food bank and
organizations that are working directly with the poor, homeless and
under-housed in your area, especially those focused on improving
access to healthy food.

2. Support social enterprises, similar to
Potluck Café, SOLEfood and Growing Power that employ at risk youth
and people with barriers. These innovative models of community
economic development help revitalize poor neighborhoods and improve
the quality of life there.

3. Buy your local street paper if there’s one in
your neighborhood. Have a conversation with a street person who
asks you for money and find out something more about their life;
tell them something about yours.

4. If you have a garden, share some of the
bounty with a food bank, local church or social service agency that
feeds people. If there is a fruit tree project or Grow a Row
program (www.growarow.org) in your area, make sure these agencies
know that they can register to become a drop off depot for the
food.

5. Help with healthy food recovery efforts in
your community, is the food that’s being recovered there staying in
the community, or being shipped to another neighborhood or even
country? Check out www.sharedharvest.net/ (.ca/ in Canada), and
Fork It Over! at www.metro-region.org/.

*****






CHAPTER FIVE: Spooky Spy Fest

I grew up in a family
that celebrated food. Or should I say food was central to every
celebration. My grandmother, mother and all my aunts were great
cooks. The gatherings were flavored with our Russian/German
heritage: cabbage rolls, bidishki (a deep fried bun stuffed with a
mixture of liver, hamburger and onions), sauerkraut, home-made
sausages. Dad's side of the family gave us the fishing tradition.
We had our own cabin at Beaver Lake, outside of Kelowna. Many a
childhood weekend was spent there, the whole family in the boat,
fishing for our supper. Being raised in farm country had its
effects too. Surrounded by orchards and fruit stands, annual events
and fairs that showcased them. We never missed the Peach Festival
in my hometown; the Armstrong Fair is still going strong, one of
the few remaining agricultural exhibitions in BC.

A couple years ago I took my nephew to the
Tomato (tom-ay-to) Festival at Covert Farms in Oliver, BC, about a
forty minute drive from my parents' place in Penticton. The whole
day focused on the tomato; there were crazy games like tomato pitch
and putt, tomato catapult and tomato toss. There was an Iron Chef
competition – of course they had to use tomatoes in their recipes.
And there were other workshops, food and entertainment. I asked
about the food “waste,” but the organizers assured me they only
used tomatoes that even the gleaners didn’t want. The mushy remains
were either fed to the pigs or composted. Sadly, this family event
is no longer, but you can still go pick your own tomatoes and tour
around the farm.

If you’re more interested in an upscale
(tom-ah-to) event and you happen to be traveling to California in
early September, check out the Kendall-Jackson Estate Winery event.
You can sample the hundred and seventy heirloom varieties in the
tomato-tasting tent. And of course pair them with an incredible
Sonoma County wine. Stroll along Bruschetta Boulevard where chefs
make their prize bruschettas. Or learn how to make salsa and maybe
even how to salsa dance. There are different activities each
year.

Tomatoes not your thing? Food festivals abound
in the growing season. In the lower mainland where I live, there
are blueberry, cranberry, apple and even honeybee festivals. Good
family fun and a great way to celebrate and support local food and
farmers, no matter how your pronounce tomato.

You can also create your own celebration. I
heard about a family in my Kitsilano neighborhood who put on an
apple pie baking contest every year. Every fall, they pick the
apples from their own trees and deliver a bag to each of their
neighbors. A week later, they close off the street and everyone
comes to the block party with pie in hand. The pies are then judged
and eaten.

One of my favorite events is the Apple Festival
at the University of BC Botanical Garden. I went to the festival
for the first time in October of 2004. It was right around
Halloween, I remember because the circumstances were rather spooky.
It all started when a friend read my Tarot cards as a birthday
gift. She began the reading with a little psychic preamble.

“I’m getting an initial,” she said. “B. Yes
definitely a B. And wait, then a D. B. K.”

“I have no idea. Sounds more like an acronym,” I
said dubiously.

“Wait, I’m getting more. A first name. Bea?
Belle? Bella? A family member perhaps?” she asked. "An aunt, do you
have an Aunt Belle?”

“No, not that I know of,” I said,
skeptically.

“Well, I could be off by a letter or two. Or it
could be an alias or a code name. Maybe it will become clearer as
we read the cards,” she said, undeterred.

Here’s what I learned in the reading. That I
would very soon be involved in some sort of Northern Spy ring with
members of my family, quite possibly a long lost Aunt Belle. And
perhaps a rubinesque relative and another one from Creston. Oh, and
I was going to eat Chinook with Yoko Ono playing in the background.
That seemed highly unlikely given I had been a vegetarian for a
couple of decades, so eating salmon was out of the question, as was
listening to Yoko Ono music anywhere.

Finally, she predicted that I would be having
dinner with my family around a table dressed with a red-checkered
cloth. Well, my entire family was coming in for the weekend to
celebrate my birthday. I had planned several activities to keep
them from just sitting around eating and telling the same old
stories over and over again.

"We're going to the UBC Apple Festival," I
announced cheerily the morning after they arrived.

"An apple festival? Why would we want to go to
an apple festival?" said my smart-mouthed brother. "When we want an
apple, we walk out our back door and pick one. Every day's an apple
festival in the Okanagan."

"Yeah, it's a little like hauling coals to
Newcastle," said my dad who hauled coal on his back for thirty
cents an hour back in the day.

"It's my birthday, we're going," I said quickly
to keep him from telling the coal story. "It will be a nice family
outing. We’ll get some fresh air and exercise.” They didn't
bite.

“They have apple pie there,” I said. My parents
smacked their lips.

“Well, it won’t be as good as mom’s apple pie,”
my brother said, vying for the inheritance.

“They have candy apples too.” I saw the glint in
my brother’s eye. The promise of food, even the sickly sweet always
works with my family.

So off we went to the UBC Botanical Garden for
the annual event. Mom and I headed over to the information booths
as my brother and father stood at the apple pie stand having the
great debate over which is better atop a slice – ice cream or
cheddar cheese.

“It’s nice to walk a little," said my mom. "I
used to walk so much when I was young."

“Look, it’s the Fruit Tree Project." I quickly
distracted her before I heard how she used to walk seven miles to
and from school on an irrigation flume.

"Let's go talk to them,” I said dragging her
over.

“We connect people who have
excess fruit from their backyard fruit trees with those who have
the time and energy to harvest it,” said the young woman at the
booth. Sixty volunteers picked 3,300 pounds of fruit in 2004
from thirty-eight trees. They harvested apples, pears, plums,
grapes, Asian pears and even the most delightful kiwi grapes (tiny
orbs, with the taste of a kiwi and the texture of a grape, yum!).
Most of the harvested fruit is donated to
community organizations and individuals in need. They also offer
canning and pruning workshops.

There are fruit tree projects and gleaning
groups across Canada and the United States now. The Okanagan
Gleaners Society has been salvaging crops from farmers’ fields
since 1984, and turning them into soup mixes. They also process and
dry apples. The food is sent to the needy around the world.

After our visit with the fruit tree people, we
hurried over to the tasting tent to sample the many heritage apple
varieties. And you’ll never guess who we ran into around the ring
of tables: the infamous Dutch Belle de Boskoop – code name
B.D.B.K.; the shady Northern Spy; a rather russeted and rubinesque
Rubinette; and Yoko, a Japanese introduction. I came home with a
bag of the crispy Crestons and the speckled Chinook.

That night we wound up having my birthday dinner
at Nick's Spaghetti House, the place with the big bibs and
red-checkered tablecloths. My Aunt Paula and Uncle Ed came
too. It was all just as my clairvoyant friend had predicted. How do
you like them apples?






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Attend an apple, tomato or other fruit or
vegetable festival or event that celebrates food.

2. Buy a variety of apple (or other fruit) you
have never tried before, preferably heritage or heirloom. You would
be more likely to find them at a fruit stand, in a health food or
organic food store or at a festival.

3. Volunteer (or support financially) a fruit
tree project or gleaning organization.

4. If you see a neighbor who is struggling to
keep up with their fruit trees, offer to help pick if there’s no
fruit tree project or gleaning group in the area.

5. Organize a fruit pie contest in your
community, with fruit grown in neighborhood yards or donated/bought
from a fruit tree project or gleaning organization.

*****






CHAPTER SIX: A Seedy Little
Saturday

When I look back on my
life so far, I realize that I have long been politically inclined.
I was working as a copywriter at CFUN Radio in the 1980s, when my
boss branded me as a little right of Attila the Hun. Back then, my
political persuasion wasn't really a choice, I'd been born into it.
I was raised in "Socred country," the conservative Social Credit
party was born in the Okanagan in 1935 and dominated the political
scene for four decades. W.A.C. Bennett was the party's first
elected premier. My father went to school with his son, Bill
Bennett, who took over the party leadership in 1972. I worked on
the campaign that got Bill Bennett junior re-elected in 1983. Close
friends of mine got jobs with his government. I helped get another
premier elected in 1986, Bill Vander Zalm. I also worked on
municipal campaigns, helping to get a mayor elected who went on to
be premier for more than a decade. As I got more involved in
environmental work, my politics shifted dramatically. My life is
now peppered with politicians and political supporters who hail
from the other end of the political spectrum. Although I do not
formally belong to any political party, my old CFUN boss would
probably now label me a little left of Chairman Mao.

Looking back, I see when the first stirrings of
my new world view began. I was living in Winnipeg working for an ad
agency. I had been reading motivational and new age books for some
time, but was looking for something a little deeper. A friend gave
me a book by Eknath Easwaran, it was called The End of
Sorrow, The Bhagavad Gita for Daily Living (Nilgiri
Press, 1975), the first volume in a series of three commentaries on
one of India's sacred texts. I read all three volumes and moved on
to his other titles. Easwaran's books profoundly influenced my life
and first introduced me to the politics surrounding food. It was in
Winnipeg that I began to recycle, not an easy task in the early
1990s, there was no blue box and very few recycling facilities. I
also began to grow a few flowers in pots on my balcony. Just before
I moved back to Vancouver, I saw the movie Green Card
(Touchstone Pictures, 1990), a romantic comedy in which the lead
actress volunteers with the Green Guerillas, a community garden
group in New York City. Back in Vancouver, it wasn’t long before I
too was volunteering with a garden group, and then working for
them.

During my time at City Farmer, my political
views continued to shift. I used to scoff at friends who went on
peace marches. Even after my perspective evolved, I still wasn't
the peace march or protest rally type. It was Mike Levenston who
showed me a whole new kind of activism. I remember the first time
he told me that growing your own food was a political act. Now that
appealed to me. He told me that in some circles, urban agriculture
was even called political horticulture. I liked the idea of being a
political horticulturalist, that simply growing some tomatoes in a
pot was a subtle, albeit effective way to take back control of my
own food system.

Wes Barrett, head gardener and my dear friend at
City Farmer, also furthered my political education during the ten
years I worked with him. He introduced me to revolutionary
gardeners who were blurring the lines between gardening and
farming. He took me to a talk by John Jeavons, from Ecology Action
in California, famous for developing small-scale sustainable food
production techniques. He lent me many books, including one by
Michael Ableman, called From the Good Earth, (Abrams, 1993),
the beautiful photos and engaging text documenting his visits with
farmers in small villages around the world, inspired me deeply. Wes
gave me newsletters from gardening networks like Canadian Organic
Growers and seed saving organizations like Seeds of Diversity, as
well as from lobby groups like the Council of Canadians. Even after
Wes retired from the garden he continued to clip articles for me
and share books, including the one he gave me when I left the
garden, called Fatal Harvest, The Tragedy of Industrial
Agriculture, (Island Press, 2002). Inside that book, he wrote:
"Warmest wishes and heartfelt thanks, as your quest becomes more
global in focus, for your efforts on behalf of the humble and
honorable 'cultivateurs de notre jardin.' May you find much joy and
spiritual contentment as you quest." The French phrase was a
reference to Voltaire's Candide (Sirène, 1759), a
book we both loved, in which the main character continually advised
his companions to cultivate their own gardens.

Wes sprinkled all his discourse with les mots
français. He was in fact a French teacher by trade, but his
brand of teaching transcended the classroom. He taught many of us
budding city farmers who came through the garden. He had infinite
patience, an easy manner and was very quick to laugh. When Wes
laughed, his whole body would laugh and he would often slap his
knee. We came to rate jokes and tales around the garden by whether
or not they were “knee slappers.”

Wes was a consummate food gardener. He could
show you how to harvest seeds or how to get more flavor from a
tomato plant by tucking a little comfrey into the planting hole. He
loved a garden that you could touch and feel, a garden that brushed
up against you when you walked through it. Every visitor was
welcomed and no one was ever treated like an interruption. Wes took
his time, so much time that we teased him about always being on
holidays. Fortunately, he was able to help those of us who were
always in a hurry to slow down and smell the lavender.

I was a bit of a reluctant gardener, preferring
to spend my time in the greenhouse developing programs,
coordinating events, or taking calls on the hotline, but somehow
Wes managed to make a gardener out of me. In the mornings he’d
insist we walk through the garden together. On those walks I
learned to notice things, if the raspberry leaves were off in
color, or when a clematis needed pruning, or if some good neighbor
had dropped off a load of smelly compost. Smelly compost didn’t
bother Wes. He routinely and cheerfully composted rotten, oozing
food waste that would make any other mortal heave their
granola.

Wes helped to set a lovely rhythm to our life at
the garden. We harvested lush greens and bright squash late summer,
raked leaves in the fall, made festive hanging baskets at
Christmas, worked on crossword puzzles on rainy spring afternoons.
Another activity that we enjoyed doing together was harvesting
seeds. For amaranth, a staple grain in many Central and South
American countries, Wes would first cut off the burgundy tassels
from the stalk, then shake or rub the flower heads over a large
screen. We'd sit on the steps and blow off the soft pink hulls to
expose the black seeds. We would use some of the grain for cereal
and save some for next year's planting.

Depodding beans was fun too. Most of the beans
we grew came from Dan Jason at Salt Spring Seeds. We used to keep
bowls of the colorful beans in the greenhouse office, so we could
run our fingers through them. Montezuma red, black coco, pinto,
purple fava. My favorite was orca, an heirloom variety reminiscent
of the black and white killer whales native to our coastal waters.
I still have a couple jars full of these multi-colored beans in my
cupboard, I can't bear to cook them.

Wes was such an integral part of my garden life
that when he decided to retire, I really wondered if I could stay
on without him. He was the garden for me in so many ways, for all
of us. So one of our garden staff made a Wes scarecrow that
presided over the garden for many years after he left. At his
retirement party, the cake inscription read, Happy Holidays,
Wes!

So it really was quite fitting for Wes to slip
away while on holidays. But nothing could have prepared me for that
call in mid-January, 2007. Wes' wife told me he'd had a fatal
stroke while they were vacationing in Florida. It was too soon, he
was too young, he had so much joie de vivre left in him. I
still find myself wanting to pick up the phone to ask Wes a
gardening question, or to share a funny story with him.

At the memorial, I told one of the most famous
Wes stories. David Tarrant, of the now defunct Canadian Gardener
television show, had come to the garden to film a segment on
composting. As they peered into one of the wood and wire compost
bins, David said to Wes, “So I notice that you have carpet on top
of your compost here. Is that to keep in heat and moisture?”
Ingenuously Wes replied, “Oh yes, I always cover my piles.” The
entire crew collapsed in hysterics, but David, ever the pro, never
even cracked a smile. Neither did Wes, oblivious to his hilarious
faux pas. So Wes became the gardener who always covered his piles.
One year for Christmas we gave him a pair of jeans with a small
patch of the green shag carpet sewn onto the bum.

During the memorial, I noticed Wes’ ashes were
held in a beautiful cedar box that he had carved. I couldn’t help
wondering if the box had been lined with green shag carpet. Now
that would have been a knee slapper.

It was likely Wes who first told me about Dan
Jason, maybe showed me the seed catalogue one quiet, wintry
afternoon. One summer, our whole garden gang got on a ferry and
sailed across the Georgia Strait to tour Dan's farm on Salt Spring
Island, one of several in the Gulf Island cluster. Dan showed us
how to save tomato seeds by allowing ripe tomatoes to ferment in a
bucket for a few days. The fermentation breaks down the gel that
covers the tomato seed. You just mush and squeeze them, add some
water, then after a few days the pulp rises to the surface and the
seeds stay on the bottom. He gives detailed instructions in his
book, Saving Seeds As If Our Lives Depended On It
(Salt Spring Seeds, 2006.) That glorious
day on the farm, I learned from Dan Jason, that saving seeds was a
political act, too. I now realize that the seed was my entry point
into the politics of food. As I delved into that complicated world
more deeply, I sometimes resorted to unconventional research
methods.

I flipped up my tasseled hood and slipped into
the room unnoticed. The disguise had worked. I adjusted my
sunglasses. I wouldn't be caught dead in a poncho otherwise. I was
at a seedy little event in Qualicum Beach, attempting to infiltrate
a group of rogue gardeners who were engaging in criminal activity.
Well at least it's illegal in some countries, and may soon be in
Canada too. This garden gang had cells across the country,
terrorizing governments and multinational corporations, by…saving
their own seeds.

"Yoo hoo, Spring!" Darn it. It was Sally, Code
name: Scissorhands. My old partner in crime at the compost garden.
I'd seen her prune a clematis within an inch of its life. She was
now one of the organizers of this annual Seedy Saturday event.

"Shhh Sal, you'll blow my cover," I said.

"But you're speaking here. It says so right here
on the sign: Go Naturel!"

"Yes, but I'm incognito at the moment – on a
fact-finding mission," I whispered. "And it's Grow Natural – not go
naturel."

"What's with the poncho?" Sally said.

"It's my disguise, okay."

"I wouldn't be caught dead in a poncho," Sally
said. "It looks itchy."

"It's perfect for eavesdropping," I said,
scratching my arm.

"Well it's just not seedy wear," she yelled
after me, as I crept further into the forest of fleece and rubber
boots.

I was at the third annual Seedy Saturday in
Qualicum Beach, one of many seedies that crop up across Canada, the
US and in Europe through February and March. The first Canadian
Seedy Saturday was held at VanDusen Botanical Garden in Vancouver
back in 1989. And what happens at a Seedy Saturday? Well it's just
criminal!

Gardeners, from all walks of life come into a
big hall like this one and get overly excited about seeds.
Gardening clubs and environmental groups set up displays; local
seed companies, heritage plant growers and organic farmers
unabashedly sell their wares. But the focal point of the day is
always when gardeners – swap their seeds.

I noticed a cluster of suspicious looking
characters walking towards the seed exchange area. I followed. Some
of them carried little packets; others had film cases and pill
bottles. I ducked behind a screen of pussy willows. A deal was
about to go down.

"This is my third year here, but it's my first
time bringing my own seeds," gushed a young woman in classic
seedy-wear.

So basically, gardeners bring in seeds they
collect from their gardens and swap them with anyone else. Even if
you don't bring any seeds to trade, you can still buy seeds; seeds
for flowers, veggies, herbs and shrubs. And some of them are rare
finds, like the Cherokee Chocolate, the Russian Black Tula and Aunt
Ruby's German Green from Two Wings Farm in Victoria, BC. These
heirloom or heritage varieties have been grown successfully over
fifty years or more. They usually have outstanding qualities like
distinct flavor, unusual color, beautiful scent or excellent yield.
No illicit activity here – at least not yet.

I noticed a crowd gathering around one of the
tables. Aha, grow your own mushroom kits. I ran towards them,
caught some wind in my poncho and sailed across the room.
Unfortunately, I didn't quite clear the deer fence and it came
crashing down, nearly taking out the vendor next door.

"Spring, Spring is that you?" the man scrambled
out from beneath the fencing. So much for flying under the
radar.

It was Dan Jason, from Salt Spring Seeds, one of
the kingpins in this seedy resistance movement.

"Hey, Dan. Sorry about that." I helped him up
and we put things back in order. "How are sales?" I started to
thumb through his seed catalogue.

"Good. Good. I almost didn't recognize you in
those dark glasses and that plaid poncho," he
said.

"Yeah, well, avante garden wear, you know."

"You're not very seedy savvy are you?" he said,
all smug in his fleece and rubber.

"No, it's my first time," I confessed. "So Dan,
what's happening on the seed front?" I whipped my notebook out from
under my woolly cloak.

"Have you signed the petition yet," he
asked.

"What petition?"

"Over at the National Farmers Union table. The
government is trying to make changes to both the Seeds Act and the
Plant Breeder's Act," said Dan.

"Do you think the room might be bugged?" I
asked.

"I wouldn't put it past them," said Dan. "The
changes would make it illegal for farmers to save seeds and give
more control over the food system to the big agrochemical
companies."

"Sounds sinister," I said.

Here's what I uncovered at the union table.
Farmers and gardeners have saved their own seeds for centuries.
Over time the seeds adapt to local growing conditions, so farmers
continue to use the seeds that perform well. They save them and
exchange them with other farmers. Seed laws exist in most of the
world's nations, many are in the throes of revamping their laws. In
some countries, saving seeds could become illegal.

Since the 1990s, big multinational corporations
have been buying up seed companies by the bushel and patenting many
of the seeds. Farmers are being taken to court for saving their own
seed; they're even being sued because patented seed has blown onto
their fields. Monsanto sued Percy Schmeiser, a Saskatchewan farmer,
for having Round-up Ready canola in his field. Monsanto technically
won the lawsuit and appeals even though Schmeiser never had to pay
a dime in damages.

"These are the same corporations who are
tinkering with the DNA in plants, inserting fish genes into
tomatoes, scorpion genes into corn and herbicides into canola,"
said Dan during his talk later that day. “No one
knows the long-range implications of biotechnology and no one is
doing any long term testing yet.” According to Dan, the government
lets the multinationals assess the risks of their engineered seeds
themselves.

“These huge companies are controlling the
development, production and distribution of seeds,” said Dan.
"Their goal, which they are not denying, is to dominate world food
production.”

As a result of this consolidation in the seed
industry, we are losing much of the plant diversity in the world.
And with diminished plant diversity comes a threat to our food
security; a single disease can wipe out a single crop. Around 4,000
of the known apple varieties are now extinct and 2,300 pear
varieties. The majority of peas and beans we eat come from just two
varieties of each. There are only three varieties of millet.

“It used to be that plants were bred for
quality, nutrition and flavor,” said Dan, “but now crops are bred
for uniformity, ease of transport and shelf life. So a red tomato
may no longer mean it’s ripe, it could be several weeks old and
have virtually no nutrition.”

And, notes Dan, the largest seed companies are
also the largest producers of fungicides, herbicides, insecticides
and chemical fertilizers. Conveniently, the plants they are
engineering now are highly dependent on herbicides and fertilizers.
Which means increased costs, higher health risks for farmers and
more toxic chemicals in our food.

In Saving Seeds, (Salt Spring Seeds,
2006), Dan writes, "An agriculture that promotes chemical
monoculture [growing a single crop repeatedly] cannot work for very
long. In North America, it worked for the second half of the
twentieth century because there was a deep bank of soil plus trees
to hold water and stabilize the weather. Now trees are gone, soil
has eroded, wells are empty and the weather is predictable only in
its unpredictability."

If we are to have a sustainable food supply in
our future, Dan stresses that plants need to develop resistance to
pests and disease, be adaptable to climate changes, fluctuating
water supplies, holes in the ozone and acid rain.

Dan laments the fact that the Canadian
government used to have research stations that developed plants
that were adaptable to local conditions. But in the mid 1990s, they
abdicated their role as seed researchers and preservers to big
business. They closed some of their agricultural stations across
the country and two of the most important gene banks.

“That was a real wake-up call for me,” said
Dan.

That’s when he started avidly saving his own
plant seeds and started the Salt Spring Seed Company. In 2003, he
launched the Seed and Plant Sanctuary that acts as a living gene
bank, protecting and preserving the heritage seeds that remain.

“We maintain all the seeds in the Sanctuary at
several different sites on Salt Spring Island,” says Dan, “and we
grow them out every year.” They update the databases for all the
plants annually. And people can call or email custodians of
specific seeds to find out more about them.

According to the Sanctuary website, the project
now has many grower members across Canada. That is critical, not
only for determining how certain varieties perform in other parts
of the country, but for back up, in case the gene banks on Salt
Spring are wiped out by crop failure, floods, fire or genetic
contamination.

There are other national seed
organizations, like Seeds of Diversity in Canada and Seed Savers
Exchange in the
US and other parts of the world that research, catalogue, preserve
and distribute heritage seeds. The most recent and somewhat
controversial seed bank is in Norway. The Svalbard Global Seed
Vault, dubbed the “doomsday vault”, is controversial because it is
funded by several of the biotechnology giants like Monsanto,
Dupont, Syngenta and their ardent fans, the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation and the Rockefeller Foundation.

It was time for my own talk. The room was full
of wild-eyed gardeners. It was going well until some of the
radicals started to chant, "Go naturel baby, take it off, take that
poncho off! Fortunately, Scissorhands cut them off at the
knees.

"Well, that pretty well wraps up my
investigation," I said to Sally afterwards. "No dirt here –
yet."

But she just had to make a final cutting remark.
"Yup, looks like the only fringe activity at this Seedy was on that
poncho of yours. Criminal, just criminal!”






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Save your own seeds. Many botanical gardens
or local gardening groups and community gardens offer courses on
seed saving. Order Dan Jason's book at www.saltspringseeds.com

2. Support a seed saver organization like Seeds
of Diversity (www.seeds.ca) in Canada or Seed
Savers Exchange (www.seedsavers.org) in the US, or garden stores
and seed companies that stock local, heritage seeds.

3. Attend a Seedy Saturday in your area, start
one, or simply exchange seeds with friends, and neighbors. Set up a
seed bank in your community or region. For a list of events in
Canada, go to www.seeds.ca/. Try your local garden centre,
botanical garden or Seed Savers Exchange (www.seedsavers.org) in
the US.

4. Find out what types of fruits, grains and
vegetables were grown in your area a hundred years ago. Try to
source some of those varieties.

5. Write your local and national politicians to
tell them how important it is for farmers to save their own seed
and to protect plant biodiversity.

*****







PART TWO: ON THE FARM






CHAPTER 7: The Protest Virgin

Until recently, I
was a protest virgin. I had my very first experience at the Formosa
Farm and Nursery in Maple Ridge on a late fall day. Media,
supporters, activists and politicians from all sides gathered there
to try to save something very precious. Someone was about to lose
their organic blueberries.

It started innocently enough. A friend, much
older and more experienced, lured me into this campaign. “Can you
help me hand out leaflets at an organic farmers’ event on
Saturday?” he asked. In my world, that was just like distributing
brochures, educational materials or promotional flyers. I had no
idea that “leafletting” was an actual activist term, and that I was
committing a political act. To me “campaign” meant advertising:
snappy headlines, nice graphics, engaging copy and maybe a
promotional event. I was about to lose my innocence.

When I arrived at the farm, someone tried to
thrust a sign into my hands. “I’m not r-ready,” I cried and ran and
hid in one of the nearby garden sheds. Hanging out in the
background at a rally was one thing, but sign carrying was way too
advanced for me.

If you attended the rally at Formosa in the fall
of 2006, you would have seen the plants at their finest. Vivid red
stems pierced a brilliant blue sky. On a day like that day it was
hard to believe those blueberries wouldn’t last forever. Even
though bright yellow tape already marked where the road would run
through the field. The crowd gathered at the edge of this red sea
while Ting Wu and Risa Lin pleaded their case through the
media.

“They’re tearing my heart out,” said Risa in one
TV interview. Both Risa and Ting were becoming powerful
spokespeople for their own cause and that made a lot of people
nervous.

The Wu family has owned Formosa Farm for more
than thirty years. It’s a forty-six acre, certified organic farm,
the only certified organic farm in the Maple Ridge/Pitt Meadows
area, two Metro Vancouver municipalities. They grow blueberries
mostly, along with some oriental pears and other fruits. Ting, an
engineer and UBC graduate, was born and raised on this farm. Now
his two children are growing up there. Three years before the
rally, a process was started that would see a road, the Abernethy
Connector, bisect Ting and Risa’s ten acre blueberry field; the
road is part of the province’s Golden Ears Bridge project and the
planned expansion, called Gateway, that would see more bridges and
highways built.

Nearly thirty years ago, another road was
planned. In fact it is there, and gazetted, which means it is
legal, officially designated and owned by the government. But when
Ting and Risa found out that road would adversely affect their
southern neighbors, they suggested a compromise to Translink, the
regional transportation body charged with putting in the road. They
offered up their own land, in fact their house, proposing that
Translink move their road only thirty meters over so that it
wouldn’t damage their neighbors’ farms and wouldn’t bisect theirs.
Translink said no. After all, they had already expropriated the
land. They said the bulldozers would be there in eight days.

The couple’s story drew a sympathetic crowd and
an interesting coalition gathered around them. Environmental
groups, food activists, farmers, friends and supporters from the
Taiwanese community, politicians from all parties, even Bill Vander
Zalm, former Premier of BC and champion of the underdog showed up
at one of two rallies to defend them. Banners fluttered in the
breeze, signs were waved: Grow Food, Not Pavement; Save this
Organic Farm; Farmland Forever; Keep Highways off our Foodlands.
There was chanting. People shouting out during the speeches.
Definitely not the kind of campaign I was used to creating.

The other players in this tragic drama were the
Agricultural Land Commission (a crown agency whose mission is to
preserve farmland and encourage farm businesses), the Environmental
Assessment Office, the municipalities of Maple Ridge and Pitt
Meadows and the provincial government – both the ministries of
agriculture and transportation. But the Ministry of Agriculture,
charged with defending farmland, appeared to have completely washed
their hands of the matter. Even though this was a case of farmers
wanting to stay in the protected Agricultural Land Reserve, unlike
many others who are desperate to get out.

In the early 1970s, we were losing nearly 6,000
hectares of farmland a year. To protect the dwindling supply of
agricultural land, the provincial government of the day (New
Democrats) introduced BC's Land Commission Act on April 18, 1973
and appointed the Agricultural Land Commission. A special land use
zone was established and called the Agricultural Land Reserve
(ALR).

The ALR covers nearly five million hectares,
about five percent of the province: public and private lands that
have the best potential for agriculture. Farming is encouraged, but
some of it is forested and some lies vacant. Landowners can apply
to add land to the ALR, exclude it, build a subdivision on it or
use it for other non-agricultural uses. Even if someone is allowed
to use the land for industrial purposes or it is turned into a
highway, it is still technically in the ALR and can presumably be
used for farming at a future date.

Farm defenders argue that such uses destroy the
soil, which is then lost to food production. While supposedly
“controlled,” some of the 549 non-farm use applications received by
the Agricultural Land Commission in 2007 are plain ridiculous. Take
Candy Land in the City of Chilliwack, a theme park that basically
sells junk food and with no redeeming local ingredients: that
brilliant investment in food security was approved, although not as
an exclusion. Fortunately, it appears the project funds dried
up.

While the ALR gets top billing, according to its
website, “it does not replace other legislation and bylaws that may
apply to the land." For example, First Nations lands could trump
ALR. And the provincial government has used this loophole to their
advantage, settling native land claims by giving First Nations
bands ALR land and then letting them develop it for other uses. In
the Formosa case, the fact that the government was willing to pave
farmland but managed to avoid nearby Meadow Gardens Golf Course
speaks volumes for their priorities and the masters they serve.

So has the ALR just become a land bank for
developers? Certainly ALR land is a lot cheaper to expropriate than
residential, industrial or commercial property. Applications to the
Agricultural Land Commission are up one hundred percent in the past
five years and the six regional panels are approving seventy-nine
percent of them. Land is being taken out of the ALR at an alarming
rate; 1,220 hectares were excluded from March 2007 to April 2008.
In that year, there was a net loss of six hundred and thirty-two
hectares of farmland.

The government argues that farmland is being
“replaced,” but in fact the land it is replacing it with is for the
most part marginal, from the north and the interior of BC. All of
the excluded land is deemed “primary,” “secondary” or “mixed,” in
other words, excellent to good for farming. Adding less productive
agricultural lands does nothing to ensure our food security, and
the local food production economy takes a hit. Instead it narrows
the range of food we can grow and increases transportation costs if
we now have to ship food from northern Kitimat to the lower
mainland.

According to a report prepared by the BC
government’s own agriculture ministry staff (BC’s Food
Self-Reliance: Can BC’s Farmers Feed Our Growing Population?
2007), we will need up to forty-nine percent more land with access
to irrigation to produce our food in the next twenty years.
Currently, BC farmers produce forty-eight percent of all foods
consumed here, although local food security experts estimate we
could probably be growing up to eighty-five percent of our own
food. There are even pineapples growing in the Southlands area,
bananas in West Van and there’s an olive farm on Salt Spring
Island. With greenhouses, they say, we could produce anything and
be capable of feeding ourselves. In spite of this report and the
Ministry of Agriculture’s mandate to defend farmland, they are
biting the land that feeds us.

In the previous months of this battle over
Formosa, there were many meetings, a lot of paper and strong
arguments flowing back and forth. Some slick with spin, others wet
with tears.

“You’re taking my blueberries,” cried Risa in
one meeting with Translink.

“They’re our blueberries now,” was the sinister
reply.

“My mother planted those blueberries,” said Ting
in another meeting.

“What’s that got to do with it?” snarled
Translink.

Ting and Risa weren’t the only ones being
bullied. Municipalities confessed that they had been threatened
with contractor-imposed “late fees” if they didn’t play along. It
would appear that private companies contracted to build roads were
now controlling public highway design.

Hand in hand with the bullying was the finger
pointing. No one would take responsibility. The provincial
government said Translink was in charge. Translink said the
municipalities had agreed. Ting and Risa were told it was their
fault because they didn’t get involved earlier. Although there is
documentation that records Formosa Nursery’s concerns as far back
as August of 2003, long before public consultation. But even if
Ting and Risa only found their voices late in the game, wasn’t “a
better late than never policy” desirable when a bad decision – an
unjust decision – was about to be made?

And then, at the eleventh hour, a call came in
from Translink. “Come on over, we’re going to make you happy.” Ting
and Risa went, with too much hope. Their supporters hoped along
with them. Hope is a dangerous thing. What they hoped for was an
offer to move the road, but that offer never came. Instead another
financial offer was dangled in front of them.

Throughout this process, the Translink team
repeatedly accused Ting and Risa of being clever, money-grabbing
immigrants. Money was not what would make Ting and Risa happy. And
in the midst of all this grief and struggle, a family was being
torn apart; the land that Formosa Nursery sits on is owned by
several extended family members. Translink had done a masterful job
at dividing their interests instead of negotiating with them as a
whole. Ting and Risa did not take the offer, but abandoned their
public fight. Their farm would be paved.

Since the final verdict came down from
Translink, the bulldozers have been slowly moving closer, preparing
to flatten the south side of Formosa Nursery as soon as the wet
winter ground was sufficiently dry. But in spite of the imminent
devastation to the farm and their livelihood, Ting and Risa have
decided to stay on and try to make a go of it. Everyday, Ting moves
a few blueberry bushes out of harm’s way and friends help take
cuttings just as Ting’s mother did thirty years ago. Full circle.
They do this, even though incredibly, there is talk of another road
that may take the top half of their farm on the Pitt Meadows side.
That road, the Abernethy Extension, will give access to more
shopping centers and big box malls.

I read an article in Britain’s Guardian
Weekly ("Heart and Soul of the City," by John Vidal, November
2006) that told the story of a mayor in Korea who decides to
rip out a highway that cut his city in two in order to daylight a
river. The river would become the green heart of the city, he said.
There was a lot of protesting along the way, but in the end, the
river ran through the city. The citizens now call the mayor a hero,
a visionary. It took one person to decide to swim against the
current, and make a decision that was truly in the best interest of
its citizens and their quality of life.

Many years ago, other brave city councilors
stood up and chose not to have a freeway run through Vancouver.
That courageous decision also went against the current and kept
this city from looking like Seattle or Los Angeles, a decision that
is applauded and admired around the world today.

It is said that you can tell what a government
is about by how it allocates its budget. BC comes in last in Canada
when it comes to budget dollars allotted to food production and
farming. And farm incomes have been plummeting as irrational
government policies are put in place that gouge small farms or
worse, make it impossible to survive. To add insult to injury, the
provincial government is paving over farmland, expanding highways
and building bridges to accommodate the movement of more cars and
goods. They argue that it is the sustainable solution; that it will
decrease congestion on roads and lower greenhouse gas emissions.
Yet the Gateway project borders on an environmentally sensitive
bog, will require more removal of prime farmland from the ALR and
expropriation of more residential properties, and will bulldoze
over aboriginal archeological sites. Sustainability experts and
smart growth planners have been telling the government repeatedly
that increasing the road network will only increase traffic. That
they should invest in better alternative transit and bikeways, get
people out of their cars. And they say, build, but build on the
vast available non-arable land in urban areas, densify the cities
more, build up the slopes and stop wasting foodlands by building
one-storey warehouses and shopping malls on huge acreages in the
fertile valley. The food system, they say, needs to be considered
and built back into planning schemes.

In the Formosa case, someone could have been a
hero by moving a road thirty meters, but nobody had the courage to
admit they were wrong. We are still planning our cities around the
car and the “transportation of goods and people” as if we were all
just commodities. And along the way, farmland and
the farmer who works that land, has been lost. How is that
choice sustainable for Ting and Risa, for farming, for any
community? And if this farm could be sacrificed so easily, others
will surely fall.

This story has a happy ending, or at least a
kind of phoenix rising from the ashes crescendo. Ting and Risa
decided to throw a party – a Mothers’ Day plant sale fundraiser,
actually. They would sell a thousand cuttings from their organic
blueberry plants in honor of Ting’s mother who started the farm
thirty years ago from the 10,000 cuttings she collected from other
farmers. Funds raised would help relocate blueberry plants, the
nursery and greenhouses, now that a road will run through the heart
of their farm. Ting and Risa insisted that the blueberry plant sale
was not a wake. It would be a celebration of farming and devotion
to the land. I helped write the promotional material, it read:

If you care about the preservation of
farmland, if you want to support farmers, if you believe in buying,
eating and growing locally, then bring your mother to Formosa on
Sunday. Buy her a cutting or a plant for her yard or balcony. Gift
a friend with a pot of blueberries and spread more motherly love.
And take home a piece of Ting and Risa’s farm and their courageous
spirit for yourself too. Plant it in protest and the sweet promise
of renewal that a garden brings.

The day was cool, but the atmosphere was warm,
festive and fun. There were singers and musicians, dancers, Chinese
YoYo-ers and spontaneous Tai Chi demonstrations. Plant sales were
brisk, trolleys of blueberries rolled by all afternoon. It was such
a happy sight to see people wearing the Hope T-shirts and
hats created for the event, carrying little pots of Hope
plants, eating the organic blueberry muffins, taking home pies and
plants and trees and knowing they would be planting hope in their
yards.

There was great diversity at Formosa that day,
young and old and in between, fleece jackets and camouflage pants,
gardening clothes and coveralls, tattoos and sunhats. One
politician pointed at some environmentalists, “I used to throw
these guys in jail and now look at us working together.” Everyone
was welcome, and everyone who was there cared about Ting and Risa
and their farm. At least six hundred people showed up that day.
Sales covered the cost of the event. The media came in full force
too. And five eagles flew overhead, as if to bless the
gathering.

Of the many miracles that day, one touched me
deeply. A Vancouver city councilor and Translink director showed
up. I had worked with him on the Vancouver Food Policy Council and
had sent him an invitation to attend, but without much hope. He was
one of the directors who voted to have the road put through Ting
and Risa’s farm. He came with his wife to buy blueberries. After
startling him with my exuberant embrace, I gave him a tour.
We stood on the freshly ploughed road and looked
toward the golf course. Golfers were just “playing through,”
focused on a little white ball, not even aware that a farm and a
family was being ripped in two.

When he saw the devastation, you could see the
impact on his face. “Oh God,” he said. And later, “It is always
best to come and see for yourself.” All the directors had been
invited to come several times during the process. None had. It was
too late now.

Risa told me that the day after the sale she put
the “closed” sign out so that she could rest. But the cars kept
pulling in to the driveway, full of people who wanted to buy the
“baby” plants. She said they all offered to help in any way they
could and said she should call them anytime. The Formosa
Blueberries are famous now.

As for me, I had apparently become a seasoned
protestor. In one meeting, my name had appeared on a list of
campaigners with “relationship manager” written beside it. Oh my
God, what would people think? My reputation was sullied. What was
next, tying myself to railway tracks?

The next day my horoscope read:

Activists in the Pacific Northwest have
sometimes resorted to extreme

measures in their efforts to end the
clear-cutting of old-growth forests.

Among the most creative has been a woman
named Dona Nieto, also known as La

Tigresa. She has on occasion planted herself
half-naked in front of

marauding lumberjacks bearing chainsaws and
bulldozers, stopping them in

their tracks with the sight of her bare
breasts and regaling them with her

"Goddess-based nude Buddhist guerilla
poetry." She's your role model Libra.

Let her inspire you to be original,
experimental and funny as you fight

a righteous cause that rouses your zealous
idealism. It could be political

in nature as in La Tigresa's case, or it
could be personal, as in lobbying a

loved one for more focus and intensity."
(Free Will Astrology, Rob Breszny, Westender, w/o March 15,
2007).






FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO

1. Support your local farmers by buying at farm
gate or at a farmers’ market.

2. Inform yourself about what is happening with
farmland in your community. Join groups who are already involved in
the campaign to preserve farmland.

3. Educate yourself about smart growth
principles and incorporating the food system into planning. Great
resource at www.agriculturalurbanism.com/.

4. If you are so inclined, attend a farmland
preservation protest or rally. Tie yourself to a tractor if need
be.

5. Write your provincial/state politicians and
the editor of your local paper and reinforce the need to preserve
farmland and the vital role farming plays in building sustainable
communities.

*****






CHAPTER 8: Opposing Forces

It's tough to
make a living these days. When the bottom fell out of the global
economy at the end of 2008, my contract work in the non-profit
world dried up. I was forced to reinvent myself once again. I
developed a series of talks and tours on the food system that I
could deliver to various audiences and launched my blog to help
promote my new offerings. I called the blog The Compost Diaries,
with a view to continuing and expanding the conversation I started
with my first book.

As a freelancer, I have been subject to
financial fluctuations a good part of my life. It can be a wild and
precarious ride. Farmers struggle to survive too, in battle with so
many opposing forces, including the public demand for cheap food. I
believe everyone deserves to make a fair living, it just doesn't
always work out that way. I have often found myself in situations
where I’m giving away the farm so to speak.

I was meeting in a coffee shop with an adviser
for the Official Opposition: we’ll call him “George." On the phone
earlier, George had asked if our conversation would be safe in the
café, he was worried about leaks. As we were working on a farm tour
and would be talking mostly about cows, chickens and cranberries, I
wasn’t sure why the need for secrecy.

For myself, I was more concerned about being
spotted with someone from the current provincial opposition party;
my nonpartisan reputation was at stake. Nevertheless, I agreed to
meet with him. I put on sunglasses, found a dark, quiet corner in
the coffee shop and awaited George. And just in case, I ran my hand
under the table edge to check for bugs. It was all very Harriet
the Spy.

I had met George at the Formosa Farm Mothers’
Day event. That was when I first heard about this tour; a film crew
from China was coming to town for a couple weeks and they wanted to
film a ten part series on BC agriculture that would air in China.
Presumably this was about the Chinese vote, even though our Chinese
residents would not be able to see the series here. Members of the
opposition party would tour them around. The film crew would pay
its own way. There was just one problem, no money, a chronic
difficulty for those in opposition. I offered to send George a list
of recommended sites as a favor to the friend who had introduced
us.

Shortly after the Formosa event, I sent my list
to George. He replied promptly and liked it a lot. So much in fact
that he tried to get me to do a bit more work for free. I declined.
Then a week or so later, they pulled some money out of a hat,
$2,500 for everything. A paltry sum, but better than no budget at
all. I agreed to meet with George to discuss it further.

Boy, did George need help. He knew very little
about farming or about regions of BC outside the lower mainland,
for that matter. The lower mainland includes the region surrounding
Vancouver, including the Fraser Valley. The boundaries are not
officially defined and vary depending on the person to whom you're
talking. For rural folks, the lower mainland is sometimes depicted
as the center of the universe and not in a good way. Lower
mainlanders are often sketchy on the geography in the rest of their
province.

Despite the extra work required to give George
geography lessons, I decided to take on the job. I committed as a
favor to my friend, because I loved farms and could now go along on
the tour, part of which would be to my homeland, the Okanagan
Valley. There were no reported leaks after the meeting, as far as I
knew.

There was a very tight deadline, as there always
is with these kinds of things, and the contract negotiations would
turn out to be as convoluted as the tour planning. I began to
assemble the tour, researching farms, talking to farmers, calling
on my circle of food and farm contacts, but touring opposition
style had its challenges.

I could not find a hotel under a hundred dollars
a night. And a mini van was around seventy a day without insurance
or gas. Maybe if we all squeezed into a tent we could afford to do
this. Rent a wreck. Pack a cooler with our food for the week.
Freeload off family and friends along the way. Or maybe we could
stay with the farmers. Just lay out our sleeping bags in the barn.
We could sell it to the film crew as an "authentic" experience. I
actually think if we had $3,000, we might be able to pull it
off.

On June 1, I wrote:

Dear George,

I have given the tour some thought and this
is what I recommend: that you concentrate the tour in the Fraser
Valley and the Okanagan. I think we can hit all the types of farms
that you requested by touring these regions and set a nice pace
both for appreciating the landscape and giving enough time for
filming. I don't think you have enough money for much more than
five days if you are paying for transportation, your hotel and
meals. I would also want to make it absolutely clear to the film
crew that they are responsible for their own accommodation/meal
expenses and have that system in place or it could get awkward on
the road; there may be some expectations, as you are the host.

The underlying story I wanted to convey to the
Chinese filmmakers was that farmers needed to be very resourceful
these days just to survive. Canada has a diverse agricultural
landscape with nearly 230,000 farms across the country growing a
variety of grains, oilseeds, vegetables, fruits and livestock.
Seven percent of those farms receive three quarters of the revenue.
Half the smaller farms (two to ten acres) in BC earn $10,000 or
less a year. Many small farmers across the country now have full
time jobs off the farm just to make ends meet.

Farmers’ incomes are chronically unstable
because they are at the mercy of rising fuel, feed and fertilizer
costs, as well as the weather and the whims of the commodity
markets. In the US, farmers make up 1.6 percent of the population;
that’s three million farmers feeding about 300 million. In Canada,
a century ago, four in ten of us were farming, today it’s around
one in forty. Farm workers make minimum wage in this country, eight
dollars an hour. In the US, farm workers are often illegal
immigrants working under the table for wages well below the
minimum, sometimes as little as four dollars an hour. Worker wages
are factored in to the consumer prices. It's hard to compete with
those low-end pay scales, although there are instances of labor
exploitation in BC, too.

Lower mainland greenhouses and farms are more
and more using Mexican immigrants to fill their labor needs. The
number of migrant workers in Canada rose from two hundred and
sixty-four in 1966 to 25,000 in 2009, due to a Canada/Mexico
seasonal labor program. There are an estimated 4,000 foreign farm
workers living in the lower mainland eight months of the year. They
come from Mexico, Guatemala and the Caribbean to help put food on
our tables. But migrant workers are reporting poor housing, unsafe
working conditions and lack of medical treatment.

Safe transportation of farm workers is an issue
too. In March of 2007, a van carrying seventeen farm workers
flipped on the highway en route to a valley farm, killing three
women and injuring ten. The van was designed to carry only ten
people, but makeshift benches had been installed and not all of the
workers were wearing seatbelts. There have been other accidents,
too. Cutting corners on health and safety is no way to sustain a
reliable work force. Still, some farmers take risks because they're
under pressure to deliver cheap food to us.

In Canada we spend less than
ten percent of our disposable income on food, we have the cheapest
food in the world. (In Europe it’s 22-48 percent and in the
developing world 40-70 percent.) Farmers get less
than ten percent of the food dollar. Farmers’ markets are helping
to redress this situation by cutting out the middleman and putting
more cash into farmers’ pockets.

People are used to buying
cheap food because the real cost of food is hidden behind
government subsidies to a large industrial food system with its
cheap labor costs, sourced mainly in the developing world.
Meanwhile small farmers and especially organic farmers are mired in
paperwork and regulations. In the words of Vancouver Food
Policy Council member and local food expert, Herb Barbolet, “we are
taxing people who are providing us with healthy food and
subsidizing those who are poisoning us.” He believes it is a
deliberate effort by North American governments to reduce the
number of farmers by concentrating the business of growing food in
fewer and fewer hands; those hands just happen to be
corporations.

To make matters worse, farmers are aging, the
average age of Canadian farmers is between forty-nine to fifty-two
according to the 2007 Census. In the US, it's higher at
fifty-seven. Young farmers are in very short supply. So it’s not
just farmland we need to be worried about losing, but the farmers
too. Who will grow our food if we run out of farmers?

New farmers need access to
land, but with diminishing farmland and the rising cost of land, it
is getting harder and harder to get it. Farming someone else’s land
is one solution. Groups like The Land Conservancy are buying
up land and leasing it out to farmers through their Farmland
Protection Projects program. Nicomekl Farm in Langley and several
other BC farms have benefited from that program. Some mature
farmers are inviting young farmers to farm with them. McCoubrey Farms is an apple and pear orchard in Winfield,
just outside of Kelowna in the Okanagan. The owner is a community
leader and mentor, working closely with the Central Okanagan
Community Gardens Society. In 2007, he had a young couple operating
his farm on a one-year trial basis, with the hope that they would
continue farming his land on a partnership basis and under his
mentorship. There is also the co-op model where farmers
co-own the land. At Fraser Common Farm Cooperative in the Fraser
Valley, member farmers supplement their incomes through their
Glorious Garnish and Seasonal Salad business, cultivating about
seven of the twenty acres of land they co-own. They provide select
local restaurants with salad greens, herbs and edible flowers. I
would try to work some of these farms into the opposition tour.

Community Shared/Supported Agriculture (CSA) is
another innovative way to fund a farm operation. People become
members of the farm, paying the farmer up front for the share of
produce they will receive. Those funds help the farmer pay for seed
and other expenses. In Michigan, the Ann Arbor Community Farm not
only provides weekly boxes of produce to its shareholders, it is
also taking the lead on new technology, like converting a tractor
to solar power.

I called my parents to tell
them I was working on a farm tour for the opposition and would
likely be coming up that way. I said I would like to stay with them
and asked if it might be possible to have the entire crew over for
a meal or two. Dad said, “You’re working for THEM?” The politically
conservative Okanagan Valley is not exactly opposition
country. I would ask my brother to take the film crew out in
his fancy speedboat on the lake too. This bare
bones tour could be seriously enhanced by my family connections. If
we do end up freeloading off them, they will probably want to be in
disguise too.

A few summers ago, when I was in Penticton, my
parents and I drove out to Kaleden, a small community just outside
of town, where we lived for several years. We were going to visit
the Hayters, our former neighbors. Ken Hayter had offered to show
us around the new perennial garden they had put in. They had pulled
out pretty well all of their fruit trees, and planted nine acres of
perennial gardens with meandering pathways and ponds. Linden
Gardens was now a sought after wedding venue, and the charming Frog
Café provided catering and served lovely, healthy food. I would
definitely put this garden on the tour because it would be very
photogenic, but also because it showed what farmers were having to
do to survive.

After the tour and visit with Ken and other
members of his family, we drove past our old place. I used to love
wandering through that orchard with my dogs, five-acres dotted with
peach, plum, pear, apple and cherry trees, a fabulous raspberry
patch, and asparagus that grew wild throughout. Picking the
raspberries and asparagus was my job. I got off easy: my brothers
were in charge of changing the irrigation lines daily, and picking
fruit. Mom always had a bountiful vegetable garden on the property,
too. I didn't offer much help there either, preferring to spend my
summer leisure time in our backyard pool. Our lovely, spacious home
had a beautiful view of Skaha Lake. There was also a small pickers’
cabin for guests. The whole family had lived there while our house
was being built. I remembered our Kaleden home as a little piece of
paradise, the Indian name does in fact mean, lake of Eden. But when
we drove by, it looked like a bomb had been dropped on the place.
There was a giant pile of dead fruit trees in the middle of a burnt
out field. What used to feel like a vast piece of land, now looked
tiny and insignificant. I felt sick.

Okanagan farmers used to grow a wide variety of
fruit, but now many farmers are ripping out their fruit trees to
plant grapevines, a more lucrative crop. Wine grapes are not food,
say the hardcore food security types. But, argue the growers, we
are holding the land for future food production, if necessary. They
have also turned the Okanagan into one of the best wine producing
regions in the world, which has done wonders for tourism. Many of
the boutique wineries have won awards, many also have cool names
like Blasted Church and Dirty Laundry. I was considering Nk’mip
(in-ka-meep) Cellars for the tour. Run by the Osoyoos Indian Band,
the winery has beautiful aboriginal art and artifacts on display.
Tour groups and other visitors can taste the wines while learning
something about the First People’s history and culture.

It wasn't the first time farmers had ripped out
fruit trees to plant something else. Ginseng had its day in the
sun, too. The first crop was planted in 1982 and many more followed
in dry, arid areas throughout BC, including the Okanagan. In the
early nineties, throughout North America, production had increased
so much that prices fell and farmers went bust. George had asked me
to put a ginseng farmer on the tour, but I wasn't sure there were
any left.

On June 8, I wrote:

Dear Farm Folk, City Folk,

Working on a tour for The Opposition and a
film crew from China. Do you know any ginseng farmers?

Fortunately, there are still fruit growers in
the Okanagan, a lot of them grow apples. In fact, every province in
Canada produces apples, which means we can buy many different
varieties fresh and year round. But in the last ten years, apple
production has been sliding, due to international competition,
especially from the US. Just take a look in your supermarket next
time and note where the apples are from. In the western part of
Canada, you will usually find Washington apples (and in Washington,
you may also find BC apples!). According to Agriculture Canada, we
spend more than three times as much importing this fruit than we
take in for exporting our product. It doesn’t make sense. It’s the
same story for strawberries, with stores here stocking California
fruit to satisfy customer demand for them year round.

I planned to hit a few of my favorite fruit
stands on the drive to the Okanagan. There was a cluster of them in
Keremeos, about an hour from Penticton. This small town in the
fertile, Similkameen Valley is dotted with farms and is a hot spot
for fruits and vegetables. I was planning to take the group to
Zebroff’s farm, famous for their dried fruits, as well as Nature’s
First Fruits, an organic packinghouse, they would be packing
cherries at that time. The owner offered to tour us around to some
of their partner fruit growers.

My parents used to complain about the local
packinghouse when we had our orchard. Dad said they would lose the
better part of a crop because they would cull so many of their
fruits. If the size and quality weren’t up to snuff, the farmer
would get charged for the culls.

“We couldn’t make money,” my dad told me. “The
small grower wasn’t important. The bottom line was they wanted
bigger suppliers.” When they couldn’t make any money, farmers
started to sell their orchard-run fruit directly. That’s when the
fruit stands started popping up.

Dad was even more creative. He’d load his fruit
on the back of a truck and drive to Vancouver, set up in the
parking lot of forestry giant MacMillan Bloedel in time for lunch
and sell out.

My mom told me about my grandparents’
experience. Their fruit was high quality, because they had such a
small orchard and there were so few people handling the fruit. But
because their prime fruit was run through the packinghouse with the
top growers and the culls were averaged, my grandparents cull rate
went up, while the top growers went down. The top growers were
getting credit for my grandparents' top-grade product. Dad said it
was true, his mother worked at the packinghouse in their small
hometown for years.

Packinghouses aren’t the only ones to favor the
big guys; marketing boards discriminate too. According to the
British Columbia Farm Industry Review Board website (originally the
BC Marketing Board), the boards were set up in the mid-1960s to
promote, control and regulate “the production, transportation,
packing, storage and marketing of natural products, or the
prohibition of the same.” In BC there are currently eight marketing
boards administering “schemes” (they actually use this word on
their websites!) on milk, eggs, chickens, hogs, turkeys, veggies
and cranberries. Large-scale conventional producers sit on these
boards calling the shots. So the very bodies designed to help
farmers sell their product also cater to the big. They react
harshly to anyone seen as infringing on their territory and are
quick to take legal action. The organic sector in particular has
been harassed and persecuted.

Fred Reid was an organic egg producer, the
largest in BC, with a healthy customer base. His operation, Olera
Farms went organic in 1986. The organic chickens that laid the eggs
also kept weeds and plant debris in check around the raspberries
and vegetable crops as they foraged for food. Their manure then
fertilized the plants and even supplied other farms with natural
fertilizer. In an organic system, everything works together to feed
and sustain each other.

When Reid first started producing organic eggs,
there was no infrastructure to support the selling and marketing of
the product. So he and a few other farmers worked hard and spent a
lot of money to set up a federally inspected grading station, a
distribution system and then find a market.

In 1998, the BC Egg Marketing Board approached
Reid and told him he would have to buy a quota. He argued that his
eggs were not the same commodity as conventional and would not
benefit from their system. In fact, buying a quota from them at
eighty to a hundred dollars per hen would mean he’d have to raise
the price of his already dear eggs by a buck a dozen.

Organic eggs are in fact different from
conventional eggs. That is to be classified as organic, the hens
that lay the eggs have to be eating an organic diet with no animal
proteins (mmmm love that ground mad cow) or genetically modified
organisms (GMO). They can’t be chugging antibiotics or showering in
pesticides. Their living conditions are quite different from their
conventional cousins too; a luxurious two square feet of barn space
minimum and six hours of grazing and running around in the yard a
day. Organic standards are even more stringent than for free run
layers. Because of the added care and expense given to organic hens
and their eggs, customers pay a premium, about twice as much as for
conventional.

The Egg Marketing Board was
suing Olera Farms for over $93,000. Reid decided to take on
the board and its unfair quota system. In an open letter to his
customers, he wrote, “I find it extremely frustrating to be faced
with a legal battle that will cost close to half a million dollars
to defend a type of agriculture that other countries have committed
millions of dollars to encourage.”

The quota system regulates the amount of eggs
produced with respect to market demand. It also buys up any
surpluses to ensure supply never exceeds demand and the price
doesn’t come crashing down. (On the flip side of “surplus removal
programs,” you find piles of grain, cartons of milk and dozens of
eggs rotting away in storehouses instead of feeding people.) A
quota is roughly determined by a producer’s average sales over
three to five years. There are national agencies that govern trade
between provinces as well as export trade. This quota-based
supply-management system for commodities (note that they don’t call
it food, but a commodity, something that is bought and sold) is
used around the world and manages to concentrate power in the hands
of a few big corporations.

Only a small number of eggs (or layers or
broilers or turkeys or milk) is permitted to be produced outside of
the marketing board system. The markets have changed a lot since
the inception of the boards, especially with the rise of organics,
but the marketing schemes have not. Organic producers object to
being regulated by a conventional system and especially to paying
levies that actually support a system that not only doesn’t support
them, but flies in the face of their values. Organic grain farmers
have protested for years for self-governance. In Reid’s case, he
did not want to support the inhumane treatment of hens in cage
laying production, for one. He and others are also concerned that
if conventional producers control the
organic industry, it will lead to the erosion of
standards.

The Certified Organic Associations of British
Columbia tried to negotiate with the marketing board for three
years, proposing an independent organic egg marketing board. Their
request was denied. In spite of a petition of support for an
independent organic industry with 7,000 signatures and a letter
writing campaign that blasted the Ministry of Agriculture with
sixty communications a day, the provincial government still backed
the ruling.

Not surprising. Governments tend to favor the
large commodity farms, an industry that has a large infrastructure
around it. While they do pay lip service to preserving farmland,
the small lot farm and the farmer who farms it is missing from that
picture. Of the 20,000 total farms in BC, only six hundred are
officially recognized. Anything below $10,000 in revenue is
considered a “hobby farm” and not worth taking seriously. Yet these
niche farms are the ones who are filling the stalls at farmers’
markets. Consumers seem to be taking them very seriously, shelling
out more for local and organic.

The organic market is still just a small slice
of the overall market, so why would it be perceived as a threat, I
wondered. Reid believes the marketing boards are fighting so hard
for control because having the organic market under their thumb
allows them to limit promotion of a form of agriculture that is
alternative to theirs and perhaps one that casts a shadowy light on
their practices.

After the Organic Association lost its battle,
Reid was forced to shut down, an enormous loss to the organic
industry and its customers. Organic poultry and milk producers are
waging the same battle. Farmers have also been prohibited from
selling “raw” (unpasteurized) milk from their farms, something they
have been doing for generations. In the latter case, farmers are
coming up with innovative schemes of their own, setting up
“cowshares” based on the co-op model. Dairy farmers are allowed to
consume the raw milk themselves. When you own a share in the cow,
you are entitled to a couple gallons of the raw milk a week. The
powers that be deem unpasteurized milk unclean and unhealthy.
Personally I would rather take my chances with raw milk than the
chemically laden stuff they pass off as milk these days. I would
try to put Rabbit River Farms on the tour, an organic egg producer
that had managed to persevere in spite of the persecution.

Good grief, just got an email from George and he
wants me to put in an ostrich farm. Apparently the Chinese love
ostrich meat. Except for the hundred million vegetarian Buddhists,
I guess. But ostrich? That would be like eating a Disney character.
I called an ostrich farm. And got this message back, “We just had
the last slaughter of the year. No ostrich left.” Saved by the
slaughter. I would try to avoid the ostrich
eating parts of the tour. Or wholesale slaughter of any
kind.

Speaking of slaughter, our provincial government
was bringing in new policy that would make it illegal for farmers
to slaughter animals on the farm and sell the meat to their
neighbors and customers at the farm gate, as they have always done.
Instead they would have to ship the livestock to certified
abattoirs, often located hundreds of miles away. It means some
farmers will not be able to sell their meat at farmers’ markets. It
means a farmer’s right to grow locally is threatened. It means our
right to eat locally is threatened. I was beginning to see what
Herb meant; it was starting to look like a conspiracy to drive the
small farmer off the land.

Another email from George, he tells me the film
crew is still waiting for their visas. He wants to postpone the
tour for a couple of weeks, hoping he hasn't "crashed my schedule"
so badly that I won't be able to travel with them. I contacted the
farmers and put them on hold. With the fluctuating dates, the
contract was in flux too. Plus, the person in charge of finalizing
contracts was on holidays.

In spite of the uncertainty and lack of a
contract, I kept working on the tour, knowing that once the film
crew had the visas, the deadline to have all in place would be very
tight. There was much back and forthing, tentatively booking
farmers, researching new requests, scrutinizing and accommodating
of various politicians’ schedules, fiddling with the contract,
trying to avoid the meat and slaughter portions of the tour.

In the meantime, I got a note back from Farm
Folk City Folk about the ginseng. Of the hundred and thirty BC
ginseng farmers in 1994, only thirty growers remain, mostly in the
interior regions of the province like the Cariboo, and definitely
not on the tour route. The Farm Folks had tipped me off to a cool,
sustainable land-based farmed salmon operation that grows wasabi on
the run off, as well as a pheasant farm. I wrote George to tell him
that the ginseng farmers were out of range, and proposed the two
potential replacements for the ostriches. But George wanted to
leave the "Cariboo/Kootney" in, never mind that the Kootenays,
located in the southeastern corner of BC, and the Cariboo, located
in the northern interior, were hundreds of miles apart. He felt the
area was more exotic. He'd heard about a Mennonite farm there that
specialized in cow embryos. I am willing to do
the exotic Kootenays, but not to see cow embryos.

On June 13, I wrote:

Dear George,

I have no family in the Kootenays so would
need accommodation – unless we can sleep in one of the local MLA’s
barns!

I will try to schedule a cattle farm stop for
their return trip, as I will now be flying back from the Okanagan
and will be able to skip that portion. That is if I have enough
advance warning on the final dates to book a seat sale, otherwise,
it will be bonus points. I had to fly back to make an event for one
of my clients, the Rivershed Society of BC. The conference was
being held at a very rustic retreat center on a First Nations
reserve a couple hours east of Vancouver. I would have to bunk in
with several others and would likely have to bring my own
vegetarian food. Previous experience on reserves during my
documentary film career (which was coming in handy for this gig)
had taught me that I could be living on white bread, iceberg
lettuce and chocolate marshmallow cookies.

But food security had become a hot topic in
aboriginal communities too since my film biz days. In the fall of
2008, I attended a BC Food Systems Network conference in Sorrento,
a small town in the interior of the province, and discovered that
First Nations were revisiting traditional diets, relying less on
going to the grocery store and more on hunting, fishing and
foraging. They were trading salmon for moose meat, canning and
preserving fresh fruits and berries, making jams and jellies,
drying and smoking fish, meats and seaweed. They also had set up
community freezers and held regular community dinners. Local food
took on spiritual significance at their feasts.

At the conference, members of the Shuswap
(Secwepemc) band spoke about their indigenous gardens. “All lands
are our gardens,” one elder said. “The mountains, the meadows, the
forests, the swamps.” She told how they used to camp and pick
strawberries in season. She said it was important to keep their
lands in indigenous states. She also said they needed to rely less
on cattle ranching because the animal waste was messing up the
water supply and they needed clean water for their gardens.

The Aboriginal Agriculture Initiative has funded
about forty communities in the last five years, helping them to
build community gardens, greenhouses, set up watering systems, buy
tools, seeds and plants. The gardeners are putting more fresh
fruits and vegetables on the table, sharing with those in dire need
in the community. I may need a grant as well, because my own food
security seemed to be on shaky ground for this tour, which was back
on.

I was now racing against time and planets.
Mercury was about to go into retrograde but already the planet was
wreaking havoc with schedules, communication and all things
electronic. It is always best not to have firm plans in a
retrograde period. I’m serious. My computer geeks at the Mac store
I frequent say their repairs triple during retrograde periods. And
Richard Tarnas, a Harvard educated philosopher scientifically
proved that the movement of the planets affects human experience in
his book Cosmos & Psyche (Viking, 2006). We were also
battling the elements; there was flooding in the valley now. I
wonder if this tour will ever happen.

On the phone with George, I teased him about the
“imaginary tour” and the plague and pestilence. He was giggling
through the conversation, but I think it was borderline hysteria.
The stress was getting to him. He was muttering Chinese sayings to me, something about obstacles being good
for us. Yes, the lessons abound. Somewhere in that
conversation, I mentioned the Mercury in retrograde phenomenon.

With the schedule in such flux, my time was
slowly evaporating. My work schedule was definitely interfering
with this “volunteer” work. I had to trim down my participation. I
now suggested they do the Fraser Valley on their own, but I would
still accompany the Okanagan tour. I felt a little guilty about
bailing on the valley portion, so I kept sending them ideas,
Granville Island, UBC Farm, Trout Lake Farmers'
market. I thought it would be interesting
for the film crew to get the urban farm scene as well.

On June 17, I wrote:

Dear George,

I'm sorry to hear your
boss doesn't think the Trout Lake Farmers' Market is exciting
enough, compared to markets in China. I still think it's a good
idea. The angle is how city people here link with farmers and
support them by buying local. Yes the market is on every Saturday.
I think from ten to two. It's busiest first thing. The whole idea
of doing a film from another country is that it is different than
your own. I wouldn't worry about it being unexciting. We can
arrange for some interviews with some exciting farmers, maybe some
of the excited customers.

George is worried that the flooding in the
valley will affect our tour. He asks me what the forecast will be
two weeks from now. Now he wants me to predict the weather? Maybe
because of the astrology reference he thinks I am also
climactically clairvoyant. Perhaps I should put that little talent
in the contract, which is still not finalized.

On June 18, I wrote:

Dear George,

I have no idea about the weather – it’s a
day-by-day thing. Some of the farms could be under water. I can
only proceed as if it is a go, and try to avoid the farms in the
low-lying areas. We will be fine in the Okanagan.

Good grief, just heard from George. The Chinese
Embassy has now rejected the film crew's visas. How is it that
provincial MLAs could not get a film crew into the country for a
simple film shoot when drug traffickers and terrorists can move so
freely back and forth across our border (at least according to the
US government)? Still George wanted me to start firming things
up.

On June 26, I wrote:

Dear George,

I am uncomfortable firming up
the tour until the film crew has the visas in their hands. We also
want to give the farmers some reasonable notice.
Also, if the crew doesn’t have their visas by
Friday then obviously the dates will need to shift again. Please
let me know about the visas as soon as you hear.

I had a new contact up in Kelowna; Lisa from
Urban Harvest, a local produce delivery company, had recommended some great places to see. The Kelowna Farmers'
Market happens on Wednesday mornings so we would try to fit that
in. The Okanagan Lavender Farm will have just finished their
lavender festival and would no doubt be a purple feast for the
eyes, nose and camera. Sunshine Farms, an organic vegetable farm,
runs an on-site vocational day program for adults with mental
disabilities and an organic, heirloom seed business. Little Creek
Gardens operates a salad greens business, distributing to
restaurants, wineries, Urban Harvest and other retailers in
Kelowna. They also have a very successful, on-site salad dressing
business, demonstrating once again the need for farmers to
diversify and build partnerships that add more products along the
value chain. Little Creek salad dressings would make great
souvenirs for the film crew. If they ever arrived. My intuition was
telling me the new dates are not real either – show me the
visas.

Sure enough, the crew was
delayed in Beijing again. Apparently the Chinese government
is doing background checks. But to be safe, they
decided to delay the tour another week or so. George was very
distressed and felt badly for getting me involved. So did my
friend.

On June 28, I wrote:

Dear George,

Not to worry. It's become a bit of a comedy.
Plus Mercury is now in retrograde, so all plans are at risk. It's
good to have a planet to blame! I am standing by. In the meantime,
I have attached a few more contacts for you.

I was secretly relieved that the tour was off
again. George had instructed me to confirm the farmers for the
second week of July. He told me that even if the crew didn't
arrive, they would still pay me for my work. Never mind that I
still didn't have a contract. This is one crazy tour. Mercury goes
out of retrograde on July 9, so there may be a chance it will all
happen.

On June 29, I wrote:

Dear George,

I think it is still risky
to confirm given the track record of this tour. I have already
cancelled with a couple of farms twice now and it looks bad to keep
doing this to them. If it were me, I wouldn't even begin to book
the farms until the crew had their visas. But if you still want to
go ahead, then I am willing to plan just the four day Okanagan part
of the tour for you now. From looking at your list, I think you
have more than enough to work with in the Fraser Valley. I will
plan and accompany the four day Okanagan portion of the tour all in
for [$measlier and measlier amount] from July 8th to 11th. Looking
at my schedule, that's all I can manage now. I'm sure you have
contacts at BC Hot House for the greenhouse visit. Make sure they
take you to the ones that are powered by methane captured from the
Vancouver Landfill.

I thought it would be interesting to feature the
greenhouses and debate the pros and cons. The pros were the
greenhouses use only .01 percent of BC’s total farmland and yet
account for eleven percent of BC’s total production value. If they
were to grow the same amount of veggies on fields, they would need
an area five times the size of our Stanley Park or 5,436 acres.
They are environmentally conscious; they use integrated pest
management (IPM), so no herbicides and they resort to pesticides
only when the good bugs (like wasps and ladybugs) haven’t done the
job of getting rid of the bad bugs. They use water sparingly with
drip irrigation methods and even recycle their water. They preserve
the soil for future traditional farming. And we get vine ripened,
handpicked, perfect looking, tomatoes, peppers and cukes year round
grown close to home. I buy almost exclusively organic, but I do buy
BC Hot House products for all of the above reasons.

Some say greenhouses should only be located on
industrial land, although those lands are apparently dwindling too.
Some think they should be on top of high rises. Annex Organics in
Toronto did just that; they grow organic vegetables, herbs and
edible flowers in their rooftop garden and greenhouse system. Will
Allen, from Growing Power cultivates fish in their urban Milwaukee
greenhouse, right along side the veggies. The crops grow vertically
in this aquaponics model; the fish poo is used to fertilize the
crops, water is filtered and recycled through the symbiotic
system.
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cover.jpg
"0 meman
Reggen
COm@S*r

Spring Gillard





