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ABSTRACT 

CANADIAN SCHOOL FOOD PROGRAMS AND THE PROSPECT OF LINKING 
FARMS AND SCHOOLS IN REGIONAL AGRI-FOOD VALUE CHAINS 

Amberley Teresa Ruetz 

University of Guelph, 2022 

Advisors: 

John Smithers 

Evan Fraser  

This dissertation investigates the state of, and future prospects for, school food 

programming in Canada.  The aim of this dissertation is to unpack the institutional 

complexity of school food programs in Canada and assess the operational aspects and 

economic opportunity of bringing locally grown food or the ‘farm-to-school’.  This mixed 

methods research combines theoretical reflection and empirical approaches to assess 

prospects for linking local food to children’s health and education as well as the 

necessary supports for scaling a farm-to-school approach to school food procurement 

across Canada to benefit students, families, and the Canadian agri-food sector.  This 

dissertation was informed by conceptual and analytical frameworks from economic 

sociology, local food systems, social movements, social policy, and program 

development literature.  The results provide both a broad overview of the diversity and 

unevenness of school food programming across Canada through a systematic survey of 

provincial and territorial government program funders and an in-depth examination of 

farm-to-school programming in the Province of Ontario through an economic 

contribution analysis of intermediated local school food procurement followed by a 

qualitative analysis farm-to-school supply chain actors’ experiences participating in 

values-based supply chains.  For example, it was found that most school food programs 

(SFPs) in Canada are breakfast programs in elementary schools coordinated by female 

volunteers; schools heavily rely on donations from community groups, charities, and 

private sector donors as provincial and territorial governments most often only offer 

modest funding and formal local food procurement objectives and activities are 

uncommon but growing in prevalence.  This dissertation contributes to scholarship on 



 

 

  

 

school food program reach and implementation that has not been systematically 

examined since the 1990s in Canada, as well as conceptual and practical implications 

associated with program expansion, governance, and opportunities in the realms of 

public food procurement and economic development.   
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1 Chapter One: Introduction  

1.1 Research Context 

1.1.1 School Food Programming in Canada 

We have known for a long time that Canadian children’s diets are poor.  Across the 

socio-economic spectrum, only a small proportion of children meet the Canada Food 

Guide nutritional recommendations (Black & Billette, 2013; Garriguet, 2004; Health 

Canada, 2012; Minaker & Hammond, 2016).  Over a decade ago a House of Commons 

Standing Committee on Health report on child obesity (2007) raised the alarm that the 

pervasiveness of diet-related diseases among Canadian children may make today’s 

youth the first generation to have sicker, shorter lives than their parents.  Ten years 

later, very little has changed.  In 2017, UNICEF ranked Canada 37 out of 41 wealthy 

nations for children’s access to nutritious food, positioned below the United States and 

above Bulgaria (UNICEF Canada, 2017).   

As children spend over a decade of their lives in school and school meals have been 

found to be healthier than those brought from home (Hur et al., 2011; Johnston et al., 

2012; Taylor et al., 2012), schools are an ideal setting to improve dietary quality and 

reduce health inequities (United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition, 

2017; World Health Organization, 2006).  In 2020, over 388 million children in at least 

161 countries – 83% of all countries – received free or subsidized school-provided 

meals, according to the World Food Programme (World Food Programme, 2021).  

School food programs (SFPs) generally encompass a range of initiatives, including milk, 

snack, breakfast and/or lunch served in elementary or secondary schools and may 

include the integration of additional food literacy and food skills programming.  Over the 

last 150 years, the implementation of an array of national child nutrition policies and 

state-funded school food programs (SFPs) globally in both the developed and 

developing world have culminated in a new international norm of public responsibility 

beyond the family to feed children (Rutledge, 2016).   
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Canada, however, is one of the only industrialized member countries of the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (Koc & Bas, 2012) and the 

only member of the Group of Seven (G7) nations (Bas, 2019) that does not have a 

National School Food Program.  Instead, municipal, provincial/territorial governments, a 

few federal government departments/agencies, and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) at all levels support an inconsistent patchwork of different types of school food 

programs (SFPs) across Canada (Haines & Ruetz, 2020; UNICEF Canada, 2019).  

While each program addresses some important food and nutrition needs of children and 

youth, the piecemeal approach to funding leads to inconsistency in programming and 

fails to reach many children.  As such, SFPs in Canada vary according to region, 

availability of funding, and frequency of service. 

Despite this fragmentation, there are some common defining contours in the Canadian 

SFP landscape.  Most SFPs in Canada are in elementary schools; most provincial and 

territorial governments offer modest funding support; most schools heavily rely on 

donations from community groups, charities, and private sector donors to run programs; 

most SFPs are coordinated by volunteers who are largely women; breakfast programs 

are the most common type of SFP, often featuring low-cost foods high in refined grains 

such as muffins, toast, pancakes, and cereals.  Overall, most Canadian school systems 

lack the funding and infrastructure to support healthy eating and implement SFPs that 

are widely available to students in an integrated and comprehensive manner (Haines & 

Ruetz, 2020; Chapter 2).     

The federal government came close to implementing a national school lunch program 

during the Second World War, but instead chose to implement a family allowance 

designed to ensure families had enough income to buy food for their children (Carbone 

et al., 2018; Mosby, 2014).  In the absence of a national program, SFPs developed 

sporadically on an ad-hoc basis by charitable groups largely targeted at alleviating food 

insecurity (Raine et al., 2003).  As Raine et al. (2003) postulates, the charitable SFP 

models depoliticizes food insecurity and instead legitimizes “hunger as a matter of 

charity, not social justice” (Raine et al., 2003: 166).  Riches (1997), a Canadian food 
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bank scholar, likens the charitable model for SFPs to the dilemma of food banks.  Once 

downloaded from the government to the charitable sector, public policy-led solutions 

become increasingly difficult to implement, as indicative of the series unfulfilled 

promises made by the Government of Canada.   

In 1997, the House of Commons Standing Committee on Finance called for a strategic 

investment in a national school food program in order to reduce long-term health care 

expenses, but no investment was made (House of Ccommons Standing Committee on 

Finance, 1997).  Similarly, in 2016, the Senate Standing Committee on Social Affairs 

Science and Technology and the Minister of Health advocated “for childcare facility and 

school programs related to breakfast and lunch programs… and nutrition literacy 

courses,” but no action was taken (Senate Standing Committee on Social Affairs, 

Science, and Technology, 2016).  In 2018, the Coalition for Healthy School Food 

(CHSF), a national school food advocacy group, called on the federal government to 

invest $360 million in their next budget to join provinces, territories, municipalities, 

community groups, parents, and others in funding a cost-shared, health-focused 

program estimated at $1.8 billion (Coalition for Healthy School Food, 2018; Kirk & 

Ruetz, 2018). 

In the 2019 federal budget, the government announced its intention to “work with 

provinces and territories towards the creation of a National School Food Program” 

(Government of Canada, 2019).  While no funding was allocated to the program, this 

declaration was significant as school food has not been seriously considered as a 

federal social program for over 70 years (Carbone et al., 2018; Mosby, 2014; Ruetz & 

Kirk, 2019).  The statement of intent was embedded in the new national food policy that 

is jointly the purview of Health Canada and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 

Canada’s federal department of agriculture.  This shared placement not only signaled its 

recognition of school food as a collective social policy objective, it also recognized and 

reinforced the potential (and the need) for SFPs to deliver benefits that are diverse and 

multi-sectoral in nature – benefits that include, but also extend beyond, children's 

access to healthy food at school.  For example, local school food sourcing or ‘Farm-to-
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School’ (F2S) has been widely promoted as a means of positively affecting not just the 

health of children but broader social, economic and ecological systems (Bagdonis et al., 

2009; Powell & Wittman, 2018).   

Accordingly, school food systems are an important part of the larger food system, and a 

potential leverage point for change.  Because children’s eating habits are more easily 

influenced than those of adults, interventions aimed at children are also more likely to 

have the potential to reduce future health-care costs.  The economic burden of 

Canadians not meeting Canada’s Food Guide recommendations is estimated at $13.8 

billion annually (Lieffers et al., 2018).  Treating chronic, diet-related disease already 

consumes an alarming 67% of all direct health care spending and over 30,000 deaths 

annually could be averted or delayed if our diets complied with dietary 

recommendations, particularly for eating more fruit and vegetables (Kaczorowski et al., 

2016).  Children spend on average six to seven hours, or 50% of their time awake, at 

school which makes schools the ideal medium for instilling lifelong eating habits in a 

non-stigmatizing way (McIsaac et al., 2018).  

In addition, schools as public institutions wield significant purchasing power that can 

contribute to the development of local and regional food systems.  These developments, 

and the benefits they bring with them that extend beyond the school cafeteria, motivate 

efforts to implement F2S initiatives where students gain access to healthy, local foods 

as well as food education opportunities such as school gardens, cooking lessons, and 

farm field trips.  

Research focused on Canadian school food programs (SFPs) and local food sourcing 

via F2S programs is limited (Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020).  In light of the 

fragmentation and complexity of the SFP landscape, there is value in unpacking the 

institutional complexity of these programs.  The moment is at hand for progress, 

accompanied by a need for focused scholarship to better articulate the cross-sectoral 

benefits of programmatic investment as well as clarify current and possible future 

approaches to program implementation.  Research that takes stock of the operational 

aspects of traditional SFPs across Canada as well as the economic opportunity (current 
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and potential) and necessary supports to scale F2S approaches to school food 

procurement not only contributes to scholarship but also has the potential to inform 

‘real-time’ decision making.  In 2021, the Liberal Party of Canada stated they are 

committed to “work with our provincial, territorial, municipal, Indigenous partners, and 

stakeholders to develop a National School Food Policy and work towards a national 

school nutritious meal program with a $1 billion dollar investment over five years” in 

their election platform (Liberal Party of Canada, 2021).  Recognizing the complexity and 

dynamic nature of SFPs in Canada and the potential positive outcomes of F2S 

initiatives, my research first examines the current overall SFP environment across 

Canada before shifting focus to examine F2S initiatives in Ontario, specifically actions 

and opportunities related to food procurement, all with the ultimate aim of supporting 

students, families, and the Canadian agri-food sector.  

1.1.2 Farm-to-School  

In North America, F2S programs first emerged in the 1990s in the United States (U.S.) 

with the dual purpose of improving children’s health by offering fresh produce and 

sourcing it from struggling small-scale and mid-scale growers in the region (Bagdonis et 

al., 2009; Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012; Schafft et al., 2010).  Since that time, the F2S 

movement has seen significant growth.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture started the 

F2S Grant Program in 2013 (USDA, 2021c), and their 2019 F2S Census found that 

nearly two-thirds (65%) of American school food authorities are now participating in one 

or more F2S activities.  Many (57%) participating school food authorities surveyed 

stated they have been participating for less than three years (USDA, 2021b), indicating 

that F2S is a rapidly evolving landscape.   

While F2S programs have taken root in various forms in many jurisdictions, both 

domestically and internationally, the F2S movement has found itself more frequently 

and more squarely included in contemporary debates and policy deliberations about 

possible pathways to healthy eating, social inclusion, agricultural viability, ecological 

sustainability, and local economic development (Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012; Joshi et al., 

2014; Powell & Wittman, 2018; Vallianatos et al., 2004).  Thus, F2S is viewed as having 
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the potential to form tangible linkages between local food production and children’s 

nutritional wellbeing, to develop relationships of trust and regard among locally 

embedded participants, as well as to create locally responsive and flexible sourcing and 

distribution mechanisms that balance the circumstances of producers with needs of 

food buyers.  F2S is aimed at empowering children and their families to make informed 

food choices while strengthening the local economy and contributing to vibrant 

communities.   

While the specific features and mechanisms of F2S initiatives and policies differ in 

relation to geographic and socio-economic contexts, the bedrock elements of these 

initiatives according to the U.S. National Farm to School Network include one or more of 

the following: (1) the procurement of local and regional food products; (2) gardening in 

schools; (3) and food and farm-related education (Joshi, Henderson, Ratcliffe & 

Feenstra, 2014).  Similarly, the Canadian F2S approach acknowledges that F2S 

activities “may differ by school, but it is always directed toward getting more healthy 

local foods on the minds and plates of children and youth” and it includes three 

elements: (1) the procurement of healthy, local food; (2) hands-on food literacy 

activities; and (3) school and community connectedness (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 

2021).  

1.1.3 Farm-to-School in Canada: The Opportunity  

Inspired by the American F2S movement, and in the absence of any national 

coordination of SFPs, a new wave of grass-roots activity began in the mid-2000s in 

various places across Canada (Atkinson, 2017).  In 2007, British Columbia (BC) was 

the first province to formalize F2S through the formation of Farm to School BC, a non-

governmental organization (NGO) dedicated to supporting the purchasing of local foods 

by schools (Farm to School BC, 2021).   

With increasing efforts by NGOs supporting such activities as school gardening, local 

food purchasing and food skills development, several provincial networks of 

organizations supporting F2S activities joined together in 2011 to form a national F2S 
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network, Farm to Cafeteria Canada (F2CC) (Atkinson, 2017).  In 2016, F2CC partnered 

with the WholeKids Foundation to, create farm-to-institution food initiatives.  With 

$500,000 from the WholeKids Foundation, they began administering one-time start-up 

grants of approximately $10,000 to 21 schools in Ontario and 29 schools British 

Columbia to establish F2S salad bar lunch programs, school gardens and nutrition 

education and sustainability training (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2015b, 2018b).   

The F2CC initiative was subsequently able to extend its geographic reach when, in 

2017, the Public Health Agency of Canada announced a $1.2 million investment over 

three years to expand the program in a cost-shared partnership with the WholeKids 

Foundation and NGOs across Canada – a significant and symbolically important 

development as it constituted the first federal (multi-sectoral) investment in a national 

school food program in Canada (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2017; Public Health Agency 

of Canada, 2017).  Between September 2016 and June 2020, the ‘Farm-to-School: 

Canada Digs In!’ program expanded to serve 56,000 students in 103 schools in five 

provinces (Ontario, Quebec, Newfoundland, New Brunswick, and British Columbia) 

(Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2020b).  Outside of this formal program, F2CC’s self-

reported F2S map, designed to “provide a snapshot of the breadth, depth, and impact of 

farm to school activities happening across Canada” (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2015a), 

showcases that there is on-going F2S activity that is now documented in every province 

and territory (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2018a). 

A universal and nationally-harmonized SFP with a F2S emphasis has the potential to 

generate farm, community, and regional economic benefits in Canada, as occurs in 

other countries.  In Brazil, food is a constitutional right and their national school food 

program reaches over 47 million students at 190,000 schools each day (Sidaner et al., 

2012).  The benefits are multiple, not only improving student nutrition, health and social 

development, but providing wider employment.  The program supports local food 

systems and regional economic development, since at least 30% of food purchased for 

the program comes from small family farms (Kimmett, 2016).   
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In Italy, school meals are a central part of education about national culture and health.  

In Rome, 70% of ingredients in school meals are required by law to be organic.  These 

are also local or regional foods, making school meals a local economic growth strategy 

as well (Liquori, 2007).  In the United States, school food authorities spent an estimated 

$1.26 billion on local foods in 2018-2019, which represented an average of 20% of 

school food purchases (Bobronnikov et al., 2021).  In addition, $96.8 million of local 

foods was distributed through United States’ Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

Department of Defense Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (Bobronnikov et al., 2021).  

Starting afresh, Canada has the opportunity to develop a ‘made-in-Canada’ school food 

financial growth strategy, akin to initiatives by the United States, Brazil and Italy 

(Christensen et al., 2018; Kimmett, 2016; Kirk & Ruetz, 2018; Ruetz et al., 2020; Ruetz 

& Fraser, 2019; Ruetz & Smithers, 2018; Sellitto et al., 2018).   

At this time, there is both an opportunity and a rapidly emerging need for a focused 

examination of the F2S phenomenon as not just a school-based food program but as an 

agri-food value chain to reveal (and measure) the benefits and critical connections that 

could stimulate local linkages and support success in the Canadian agri-food sector.  

While the health and wellness case for improved child nutrition is evidence-based and 

articulated elsewhere (United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition, 2017), 

efforts to bring the ‘farm-to-school’ are not well understood in Canada in relation to their 

more extended impacts and potential benefits, especially ‘upstream’ from the school 

door.  As such, there is a need to sort out the ‘place’ and scale of these local 

procurement efforts to ascertain the current and potential impact of further 

developments in the school food and F2S landscape.   

The historic pledge in the 2019 budget and the Liberal’s 2021 election platform have 

presented both a moment and an opportunity to better articulate the cross-sectoral 

benefits of programmatic investment as well as clarify current and possible future 

approaches to program implementation.  In light of these developments, there is a 

timely and policy-relevant opportunity for a focused examination of SFPs in Canada and 
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the F2S phenomenon, not just as programs with social welfare outcomes but also as 

catalysts for economic development in the Canadian agri-food sector.     

1.2 Research Aim 

This study began with the sole intent to examine the farm-to-school phenomenon as an 

agri-food value chain and assess how these programs might evolve to expand the 

scope and sustainability of local farming and regional food systems.  However, upon 

review of both the scholarly and technical literature, it became evident that no inventory 

or even descriptive analysis of SFP models across Canada had been undertaken since 

McIntyre and Dayle’s study in 1992.  Furthermore, given the critical juncture the federal 

government’s 2019 budget presented mid-way through the development of this 

dissertation, the opportunity was ripe for expanding the scope of what was initially 

intended to focus only on a ‘deeper dive’ into regional-scale school food initiatives in 

Ontario.  Thus, the study was broadened to include a national scan of SFPs in Canada 

to make much-needed, real-time contributions to inform policymakers.  

The aim of this dissertation is two-fold: (1) to document and characterize structural and 

operational diversity in the Canadian SFP ‘landscape’ using a multi-criteria approach; 

and, (2) to investigate F2S approaches to school food procurement in the Province of 

Ontario to discern the nature and scope of current F2S ventures, their operational 

features, requirements, and challenges, and the potential of such programs to both 

stimulate and benefit from local and regional farm and food systems.    

Taken together, the overarching goal of the research is to unpack the variability, 

fragmentation and complexity of Canada’s SFP landscape and assess the operational 

aspects, economic opportunity (current and potential) and necessary supports to scale 

F2S programing in Ontario.  This dissertation pursues this aim through three research 

objectives. 

1.3 Research Objectives 

Consistent with the research aim, the research objectives were: 
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Objective 1: To apply the RE-AIM Framework to collect comprehensive and 

comparable data about provincially- and territorially-funded school food programs to 

compile information about key program characteristics and the breadth of program 

activity in order to assess their implications in regards to future programming. 

The recent announcement by the federal government to work with provinces to create a 

National School Food Program has made it more important than ever to understand 

how existing programs function and the prospects or barriers to program expansion and 

harmonization.  This objective is addressed in Chapter 2.  

Objective 2: To characterize the institutional context and operational features of 

commodity procurement in Junior Kindergarten – Grade 12 (JK-12) school food 

programs, emphasizing local food procurement or F2S activities and then calibrate and 

analyze the market/commodity scope and economic scale of current and potentially 

expanded adoption of an intermediated F2S system in Ontario. 

Objective 2 provides a detailed examination of practical elements of F2S program 

architecture and impact in Ontario.  Ontario’s SFP landscape generally, and the F2S 

related components in particular, are examined to reveal the opportunities and supports 

required to ‘scale-up’ local school food procurement. Specifically, this objective focuses 

on the institutional context within which SNP and F2S ‘operates’ and sheds light on the 

commodity and economic scale of activity as a baseline for appreciating both the 

current contributions of F2S to the Ontario agricultural sector and the prospect to 

enhance that contribution with greater sourcing of Ontario product.  This objective is 

addressed in Chapters 3 and 4.  

Objective 3: To examine the values, motivations and practices of F2S supply chain 

actors animating intermediated F2S programs in Ontario to discern the extent to which 

this model aligns with or departs from the normative features of direct F2S programming 

in the literature.  This objective is addressed in Chapter 5.  
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Objective 3 turns to the dynamics around operationalizing F2S in Ontario, particularly 

among regional program managers, local growers, and regional food distributors in the 

province’s F2S landscape.  The focus is on the motivation for engagement and the 

reasons why various strategies and decisions are taken or not and the potential 

tensions or trade-offs of ‘scaling-up’ F2S food procurement.   

1.4 Conceptual Framework 

My doctoral research purposefully seeks to connect the realms of children’s nutritional 

health and local farm and food system growth and vitality – in both concept and 

application – to build the necessary evidence to motivate political action.  This 

dissertation is guided by a conceptual framework that acknowledges that food is 

situated at the “intersection between a number of policy systems that are historically 

divided intellectually, constitutionally, and departmentally” (MacRae, 2011: 428).   

Local food has grown past its literal geographic interpretation to encompass a much 

broader narrative about the value of ‘joining up’ (MacRae, 2011) food production, 

distribution, and consumption to address an array of farm, community, and societal 

considerations.  As such, the local food ‘story’ has expanded to occupy a wide range of 

concerns from public health, the environmental and social impacts of globalized food 

systems, the elevation of place as a signifier of quality and authenticity, and the re-

attachment of producers and eaters as well as many other features.  Strategic political 

alignment of food with health promotion programming, ecological and social impacts 

(Feagan, 2007), as well as agricultural groups and economic development initiatives, 

are the type of ‘joined-up’ or comprehensive food policy and programming that scholars 

promote (MacRae, 2011; Lang, 2012; Sonnino et al., 2014).   

This dissertation is informed by the idea that strategic ‘frame bridging’ can motivate the 

creation of coordinated policies and programs that can support a variety of objectives 

within and across multiple policy arenas.  The notion of frame bridging is borrowed from 

the social movement literature and involves “linking two or more ideologically congruent 
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but structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem” (Benford 

and Snow 2000, p. 624).  As Bagdonis, Hinrichs, and Schafft (2009) argue, F2S 

programs are a medium of addressing both challenges in the distinctive realms of child 

health and local agriculture and this linkage can strengthen the case for expanding 

public investment.   

This dissertation asserts that the economic opportunity or political economy frame has 

the best opportunity to motivate public investment in SFPs.  As previously noted, 

framing SFPs as charitable initiatives has historically depoliticized these programs and 

food insecurity in Canada (Riches, 1997).  Similarly, social determinates of health 

research has been critiqued for its limited capacity to influence public policy (Mendly-

Zambo & Raphael, 2018).  As Mendly-Zambo & Raphael (2018) argues, social 

determinates of health research is informed by pluralist and/or institutionalist 

frameworks of policy change which posit all issues and groups have an equal 

opportunity to influence public policy, and the government evaluate policy options 

objectively based on their merit.  These frameworks assume if there were enough high-

quality evidence, decision makers would enact policies that are proven.  As Mendly-

Zambo & Raphael (2018) argue, pluralist and institutionalist frameworks of policy 

change do not consider the role economic interests, political ideology and opportune 

timing plays in the policymaking process; therefore, political economy approaches that 

do consider these factors have the greatest potential to influence public policy.  Political 

economy approaches to public policymaking recognizes the disproporationate influence 

of the business sector in liberal welfare or neoliberal states like Canada.  As such, this 

dissertation aims to highlight the agri-food economic opportunities associated with SFPs 

as a means of building the case for further public investment in school food 

programming.   

As illustrated in Figure 1.2.1 below, economic development outcomes associated with 

F2S approaches to school food procurement (as shown in the light blue oval) have been 

under examined to date, specifically in the Canadian school food literature.  Overall, the 

figure illustrates the dynamic landscape of SFPs in Canada, including the actors, 

dominant ideas, and policy dimensions of programming.  SFPs, as a broad category 
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inclusive of F2S programs, sit within and are propelled by distinct policy objectives [blue 

ovals], some more advanced or visible than others and implicating actors that animate 

the sector either by what they provide materially or the roles that they play [orange 

boxes].  There is an open question of sustainability and resilience of SFPs [purple box] 

and the range of potential outcomes that might arise if necessary investments and 

policy interventions are implemented [green boxes].  These possible outcomes included 

enhanced educational outcomes from students’ access to food literacy activities, a 

reduction of health care costs, increased social and gender equity, job creation, 

economic contributions to the agri-food sector as well as increased rural community 

sustainability overall.  Economic development outcomes associated with F2S 

approaches to school food procurement (as shown in the light blue oval) distinguishes a 

newer and less theorized policy arena, which is an important focus of this dissertation. 
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Figure 1.4.1: Conceptual Framework: Goals, Actors, and Outcomes in the Canadian SFP 
Landscape 
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1.4.1 Analytical Frameworks 

This dissertation was informed by three frameworks: a social policy and program 

development framework (Oostindjer et al., 2017); a health programming planning and 

evaluation framework (Glasgow, Boles & Vogt, 1999); and three concepts from 

economic sociology: embeddedness, marketness, and economic instrumentalism 

(Hinrichs, 2000; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010a).  These frameworks were selected 

as they are complementary for assessing the state and characterization of SFP and 

F2S operation in Canada.  

Oostindjer et al. (2017) found that SFPs typically follow three phases of evolution in 

high-income countries.  In the first phase (roughly 1850 - 1970s), SFPs emerged in 

response to malnourishment and high rates of army recruits found to be unfit for war.  In 

this phase the quantity of food was prioritized over the quality.  In response to increased 

prevalence of diet-related diseases, the focus of the second phase shifted from food 

security to healthy food (1970s-2000s).  The third phase, which is only in its infancy in 

most high-income countries, is aimed at integrating health and environmental 

sustainability concerns into SFP operation.  This emergent phase – one that broadly 

reflects the ethos of F2S and is recommended by Oostindjer et al. (2017) – prioritizes 

community and societal impacts of food- and food-related school meal activities in the 

realms of health, sustainable food systems, economic development, and education.  

This framework informed some of the survey questions answered by provincial and 

territorial funds of SFPs examined in first manuscript.   

A secondary and complementary framework to Oostindjer et al.’s (2017) school food 

program development framework that was utilized as an analytical framework in the first 

manuscript was Glasgow, Boles & Vogt’s (1999) RE-AIM Framework.  This health 

program planning and evaluation tool informed the development of the survey that was 

sent to program leads in provinces and territories to assess SFP Reach, Effectiveness, 

Adoption, Implementation, and Maintenance.  The RE-AIM framework has been used to 

informed research on food programs (e.g., Helmick et al., 2020) and school programs 
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(e.g., Dunton et al., 2009) and thus was well suited to be adapted to for the assessment 

of SFPs across Canada.  

Third, three concepts from economic sociology were utilized to assess and account for 

the broad range of pressures SFPs and F2S programs, their objectives and actors are 

subject to.  Marketness, embeddedness, and economic instrumentalism specifically aid 

in examining the supply side of the F2S equation.  Two of the core associated values of 

F2S are ‘embeddedness’ and ‘quality’.  As Winter (2003) asserts, the growth and 

progress of local foods can be accredited, in part, to the values infused in these 

products.  The quality of food has been redefined (Barham, 2002, p. 353) to go beyond 

physical characteristics to include attributes related to the place and method in which 

food is produced and is analogous with the sustainable agriculture movement.  As 

Feenstra (1997) asserts, local food systems are “rooted in particular places, aim to be 

economically viable for farmers and consumers, use ecologically sound production and 

distribution practices, and enhance social equity and democracy for all members of the 

community” (p. 28).  These connections and considerations with our food system that 

aim to reconnect our understanding of place with our food and how it is produced have 

been described in terms of the concept of embeddedness.  As Sage (2003) describes, 

“embeddedness conveys principles of social connectivity, reciprocity, and trust, 

characteristics which are essential to all economic life in general, but which 

fundamentally underpin grassroots and ‘alternative’ initiatives” (p. 47). 

Referencing Hinrichs' (2000) analysis of the tensions between embeddedness and 

economic self-interests in alternative food markets, Izumi and colleagues (2010) argue 

F2S programs are similarly embedded markets where tensions exist between the desire 

to purchase locally (embeddedness) and economic constraints that limit this possibility 

(marketness and instrumentalism).  The degree to which price dictates purchasing 

decisions (high marketness / low marketness) and the individual capacity and motives 

of F2S purchasing actors – ranging from making purchasing decisions based on self-

interest to purchasing decisions based on relationships with friends, family or motivated 

by morality (high instrumentalism / low instrumentalism) – are important continuums that 
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broaden our understanding of the complexity, values, and tensions in local food 

procurement.  

1.5 Dissertation Structure and Contributions  

This dissertation follows a manuscript-based format.  A manuscript-based dissertation 

includes manuscripts that have been or will be submitted for publication.  Following the 

guidelines set forth by the Department of Geography, it should be noted that these 

manuscripts are dominated by the intellectual effort of the student.  

Chapter 2 provides a bird’s eye view of SFPs operating across all provinces and 

territories in Canada and authorship of this first manuscript (Chapter 2) is shared 

between the student and another scholar and it is published in Canadian Food Studies.   

Chapter 3 and the remainder of the dissertation is a deeper dive into Ontario’s SFP 

landscape.  The purpose of Chapter 3 is to offer a more fulsome historical and 

institutional context for school food (and F2S) in Ontario than would be possible within 

the two subsequent manuscripts.  This transitional chapter explores the origin of school 

food programming in Ontario and characterizes the institutional context and operational 

features of commodity procurement in JK – 12 school food programs in the province.  

Chapter 3 is followed by the second manuscript, which examines the benefits and 

drawbacks of the traditionally decentralized, volunteer-led SFP model and the NPO-

intermediated F2S program model and sheds light on the commodity and economic 

scale of current local food purchasing activity through a quantitative analysis.  

Chapter 5 turns to the dynamics of F2S in Ontario, particularly among regional program 

managers, local growers, and regional food distributors in the province’s F2S 

landscape.  In-depth interviews of supply chain actors involved with the procurement 

and integration of provincially-grown food into school food programs were conducted to 

examine the ‘performance’ of non-profit intermediated farm-to-school supply chains.  

The focus of this third manuscript is on actors’ motivation for engagement in F2S 
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programs and the potential tensions or trade-offs of ‘scaling-up’ F2S food procurement 

in Ontario.  The second and third manuscript (Chapter 4 and 5) were authored by the 

candidate and are intended to be submitted to the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems 

and Community Development.  

Chapter 6 provides an overview of the theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions 

of the research and future areas for research.   

Table 1.5.1: Thesis chapters and their contributions 

Chapter Publication Status Contribution  

Ch.1 Introduction (n/a) Research context; research aim and 
objectives; thesis structure and 
contributions 

Ch.2 Manuscript One (Published) 
 
Ruetz, A.T. & McKenna, M.L. (2021). 
Characteristics of School Food Programs 
Funded by Provinces and Territories. 
Canadian Food Studies. Volume 8. Issue 3. 
DOI: 10.15353/cfs-rcea.v8i3.483 

A systematic survey of SFPs in Canada 
that created the first national baseline of 
provincially/territorially-funded 
programming to inform decision-makers.  

Ch.3 Ontario’s School Food Landscape (n/a) Historical overview of the development of 
school food programs in Ontario and the 
outline of challenges associated with the 
decentralized food procurement model. 

Ch.4 Manuscript Two (In preparation for 
submission) 
 
Scaling up ‘local’ in School Food: 
Intermediated farm-to-school vegetable and 
fruit procurement in Ontario. In preparation 
for submission to the Journal of Agriculture, 
Food Systems and Community 
Development. 

Characterization and quantification of the 
economic contributions of intermediated 
F2S food programming in Ontario and 
recommendations scaling-up local school 
food procurement across Canada. 

Ch.5 Manuscript Three (In preparation for 
submission) 
 
Unpacking the ‘to’ in Farm-to-School (F2S): 
Intermediated F2S programs and smart 
scaling of school food procurement in 
Ontario. In preparation for submission to 
the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems 
and Community Development. 

Examination of F2S supply chain actors’ 
values, motivations and practices that 
animate a promising model of mid-scale 
F2S programming in Ontario. 

Ch.6 Conclusion (n/a) Description of the theoretical, empirical, 
and practical contributions of the research 
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1.6 Positionality Statement 

I have come to the Ph.D. as a result of interest, born in both personal passion and 

professional practice, in the potential for innovation in improving personal, social, and 

economic health through school-based food programs such as breakfast, snack, and 

lunch programs.  Specifically, my interest extends actively and intentionally beyond the 

“within the school walls” features of SFPs to practices that serve to better link local food 

production/producers and school food programs to the benefit of both sectors.  By virtue 

of prior professional work assisting with the administration of provincially-funded SFPs 

and the transition to F2S approaches to school food procurement across Southwestern 

Ontario, this research is informed by my “insider” insight into the operation of school 

food as a sector in the province and subsequent volunteer activities nationally.   

Prior to starting the Ph.D., I spent three years working with the Victorian Order of 

Nurses (VON) based in Windsor, Ontario.  During this time, I witnessed the 

inefficiencies and missed opportunities associated with the volunteer-run SFP model 

due to chronic underfunding of programs and was captivated by efforts to reorient 

program operations to increase government’s return on investment through a new 

model of program delivery.  A key innovation was the forging of partnerships with local 

intermediary food business, which enabled the VON to secure more competitive pricing 

on food and procure a portion of this food from Ontario growers.  After my involvement 

with the VON, my work as a communications consultant fostered a keen interest in 

knowledge translation for programmatic, public, and political impact.  In this work, my 

experience participating in a theory of change process, developing a regional school 

food advisory council with a range of sectoral leaders, and developing a research 

partnership instilled in me the critical importance of finding creative ways to bridge 

sectoral divides to build stronger communities of practice for greater impact.     

My current affiliation with the Coalition for Healthy School Food (CHSF), a national 

school food and child nutrition advocacy group of NGOs, and Farm to Cafeteria Canada 

(F2CC) was propagated from these experiences, which have collectively have resulted 

in my embedded position in the research.  Evered and Louis (1981) describe this form 



    

 

 

 

 

20 

 

 

of research as “inquiry from the inside,” and can be described as “the experiential 

involvement of the researcher, the absence of a priori analytical categories, and an 

intent to understand a particular situation” (p. 385).  Brannick & Coghlan (2016) make a 

case for insider academic research and argue that it is not only valid, but that it 

produces useful knowledge that may not be gathered in any other way.  As a former 

practitioner and current participant within CHSF, I draw on experiences and personal 

associations to the benefit of my research in several ways: enhanced credibility when 

conducting interviews, access to a larger pool of interviewees in the field (aided by my 

standing in the de facto school food nutrition community), as well as a deeper 

understanding of the case studies in my research and the daily experience of the 

various players across the school food landscape in Canada.  As such, I aim to occupy 

what Dwyer and Buckle (2009) call “the space between” insider and outsider where I am 

cognizant of this inherent hybridity when I am performing as more as an insider than an 

outsider at different times in the research process.  

Nevertheless, I recognize the need to exercise care to ensure any bias stemming from 

this position is acknowledged and addressed.  Subjectivity in research is unavoidable; 

however, subjectivity does not invalidate qualitative research, in so far as the 

researcher’s relationship to the research is as reflexive, self-conscious, and transparent 

as possible and the credibility of the study has been demonstrated (Creswell & Miller, 

2010).  To this end, this dissertation research utilizes the methods of thick description 

(offering in-depth detail about the environment, the situation, and the context) and 

triangulation (using multiple sources to corroborate findings) to increase the validity and 

trustworthiness of the findings.  For example, the review of government documents was 

one source that informed my work, not only because of the contextual details these 

sources provided but because of my keen policy-focused interest and former academic 

training in political science.  I believe the sum of these experiences and education 

facilitated the completion of this research. 
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2 Chapter Two: Characteristics of Canadian School Food 

Programs Funded by Provinces and Territories 

2.1 Publication Details 

Ruetz, A.T. & McKenna, M.L. (2021) Characteristics of Canadian school food programs 

funded by provinces and territories. Canadian Food Studies. Volume 8. Issue 3. 

DOI: 10.15353/cfs-rcea.v8i3.483 

2.2 Manuscript One 

2.3 Abstract  

Given the complex administration of school food programs (SFPs) in Canada and 

recent federal interest, this research systematically examined provincial and territorial 

funded SFPs during the 2018/19 school year.  Relevant literature and the RE-AIM 

Framework, a planning and evaluation tool developed by Glasgow, Boles & Vogt 

(1999), informed the development of an electronic survey sent to program leads in 

provinces and territories to assess SFP Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, 

Implementation, and Maintenance.  Results from 17 programs indicate considerable 

administrative and program variability across Canada.  Collectively, provinces and 

territories contributed over $93 million which partially funded a minimum of 35% of JK-

12 schools to provide free breakfasts, snacks, and/or lunches to a minimum of 

1,018,323 or 21% of students in Canada (based on limited data in some jurisdictions).  

The majority of provinces and territories partner with one or more non-governmental 

organization (NGO) and rely heavily on NGO staff and volunteers.  Program demand 

often exceeds supply, and program monitoring is inconsistent.  This research – which 

provides much-needed, updated information on SFPs – highlights the need to explore 

the complexity of the topic further and helps inform discussions about SFP 

administration and characteristics, specifically program mandates, student reach and 

universality, program sustainability and resources, and monitoring.  Opportunities exist 

for (1) a closer examination of varied and promising organizational practices, (2) 
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enhanced collaboration and knowledge sharing, and (3) harmonization of key metrics, 

all of which would assist with developing the National School Food Program proposed in 

the 2019 federal budget.  

Keywords: school food programs; national school food program; mandates, funding, 

implementation, monitoring; food security; student health; Canada 

2.4 Introduction 

Internationally, school food programs are one of the most successful drivers of 

improved health, education, and economic growth (World Food Programme, 2016). 

School food programs have been shown to pay for themselves through an impressive 

return on investment: $3 to $10 for every dollar spent (World Food Programme, 2016). 

In 2020, over 388 million children in at least 161 countries – 83% of all countries – 

participated in a free or subsidized school food program funded by state and national 

governments (World Food Programme, 2021).  School food programs (SFPs) generally 

encompass a range of initiatives, including milk, snack, breakfast and/or lunch served in 

elementary or secondary schools, and may include the integration of additional food 

literacy and food skills programming.  As children spend a large proportion of their 

waking hours in school, schools are an ideal setting to improve dietary quality and 

reduce health inequities (United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition, 

2017; World Health Organization, 2006).  Furthermore, school meals are healthier 

compared to home-packed meals in many countries, including the United Kingdom (Hur 

et al., 2011), Denmark (Sabinsky et al., 2019), the United States (Johnston et al., 2012), 

and Canada (Taylor et al., 2012).  

In Canada, the diets of school students need improvement.  In 2007, a House of 

Commons Standing Committee on Health report on childhood obesity found that the 

pervasiveness of diet-related diseases among Canadian children may make today’s 

youth the first generation to have sicker, shorter lives than their parents (House of 

Commons Standing Committee on Health, 2007).  Research confirms that the diet 

quality of Canadian children across the socio-economic spectrum remains poor, with 
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only a small proportion meeting the recommendations of Canada’s Food Guide (Black & 

Billette, 2013; Garriguet, 2004; Health Canada, 2012; Minaker & Hammond, 2016). 

Canada rates poorly in providing children with access to nutritious food, ranking 37 out 

of the 41 wealthiest nations (UNICEF, 2017).  Canadian schools could do more to 

address this problem.  Canada is the only G7 country (Bas, 2019) and one of the only 

members of the industrialized members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) (Koc & Bas, 2012) without a nationally-funded and 

harmonized school food program.  Instead, municipal, and provincial/territorial 

governments, a few federal government departments/agencies, and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) at all levels support an inconsistent patchwork of programs 

across Canada (Haines & Ruetz, 2020; UNICEF Canada, 2019).  Table 2.4.1 indicates 

the levels of SFP funding and provides a few examples of the multiple organizations 

that fund individual schools/districts (this research studied provinces and territories 

only).   

Table 2.4.1: Levels of SFP Funding in Canada 

Level  Examples of 
governments that 
fund schools/SFPs 
directly 

Examples of government and 
NGO funding partnerships  

Examples of NGOs and 
charities that fund 
programs directly 

Federal/ 
National 

Unknown Farm to Cafeteria Canada (with 
support from 11 partners 
including the Public Health 
Agency of Canada) fund farm-to-
school salad bar programs in five 
provinces (Farm to Cafeteria 
Canada, 2020b) 

Canadian Feed the 
Children (funds programs in 
First Nations communities) 

 

Provincial/ 
Territorial/
Regional 

British Columbia’s 
Ministry of Education 

Ontario’s Ministry of 
Health 

Provincial Government + Child 
Nutrition Council of Manitoba 

Provincial Government + Kids Eat 
Smart Foundation, Newfoundland 
and Labrador  

The Grocery Foundation 
(provides gift cards and 
coupons to schools in 
Ontario and Western 
Canada) 

Municipal City of Vancouver City of Toronto + Toronto 
Foundation for Student Success 

Fredericton Community 
Kitchen 

School 
Districts or 
Individual 
Schools 

Funded by one or a combination of the above, e.g., a school-based SFP could receive 
municipal and/or provincial government funding and/or funding from one or more national 
NGOs plus conduct their own fundraising. 
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It is within this complex and dynamic SFP landscape – with varied mandates, types of 

programs, multiple and overlapping sources of funding and limited program coordination 

and monitoring – that the federal government declared its intention in 2019 to “work with 

provinces and territories towards the creation of a National School Food Program” 

(Government of Canada, 2019).  While no funding or timeline was announced (Ruetz & 

Kirk, 2019), this declaration was significant as school food in Canada has received little 

consideration since after the Second World War (Carbone et al., 2018; Mosby, 2014).  

The federal government, SFP funders and other stakeholders could benefit significantly 

from a clearer picture of current programs.  Thus, the aim of this research is to address 

this knowledge gap by systematically compiling existing data from provinces and 

territories about program models, practices, and gaps; including similarities and 

differences pertaining to program mandates, reach, implementation, and effectiveness. 

Key questions include: what are the main characteristics of SFPs in Canada, how do 

they operate, and what is their prevalence?   

Bringing greater clarity to the Canadian SFP landscape serves several purposes.  First, 

it provides current data: the last Canada-wide survey occurred in the early 1990s and 

much has changed since then (McIntyre & Dayle, 1992).  New funders emerged, new 

programs started, existing programs expanded, and some organizations, such as the 

national NGO Breakfast for Learning, disbanded.  This information provides a baseline 

for discussions about the current state of SFPs in the country and a point of reference 

for future programming and research.  Second, it helps identify current strengths and 

challenges within SFP administration and implementation in Canada.  Third, it provides 

an opportunity to assess current SFPs relative to recommended SFP models, which are 

universal, comprehensive and multi-component (Oostindjer et al., 2017). The results 

may help catalyze future investments in SFPs and widen their ‘value proposition’ 

beyond food security and other health-related benefits, including increased returns on 

investment due to local agriculture, and environmental and social benefits (Becot et al., 

2017; Powell & Wittman, 2018). 
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For the purposes of this article, and because they are potential criteria for a nationally-

harmonized program, we define SFPs as (1) school-based (or equivalent) breakfasts, 

mid-morning meals, snacks, and or lunches offered; (2) at no-cost; (3) to JK - 12 

students; (4) during the school day; (5) consistently over the majority of the school year.  

We conducted this pan-Canadian summary of characteristics of SFPs funded by 

provinces and territories during the 2018-2019 school year, the most recent year with 

complete data and without COVID disruptions.  

It is important to note that this research captures data about free provincial and 

territorial SFPs and their provincial/territorial NGO partners, i.e., a single level of 

funding.  As such, this research excludes programs where most students pay but those 

in ‘need’ do not, and SFPs funded exclusively by charities, the federal government1, or 

municipalities.  We made this decision for three main reasons.  First, the 2019 federal 

budget announcement named provinces and territories as partners.  Second, 

collectively, provinces and territories are the largest source of SFP funding in the 

country.  Third, we wanted to avoid double or triple counting the program numbers, 

participation rates, etc., which would occur if we included other levels of funders, given 

that individual SFPs frequently receive funding from multiple sources.  As such , it is 

important to note that this resulted in an underestimation of SFP activity in Canada.    

2.4.1 Literature Review  

Extensive literature on SFPs exists, including research on outcomes of SFPs 

internationally and in Canada, as well as SFP participation rates, student intakes, and 

SFP recommendations and guidance.  The international literature on SFPs indicates 

they are one of the most successful drivers of improved health, education, and 

economic growth (World Food Programme, 2016).  A recent international review from 

the United States and other OECD countries (47 articles; 0 from Canada) found positive 

associations between student participation rates and the availability of universal free 

 

1 This research accounts for cases where federal funding flows through provinces or territories (e.g., 
Nunavut, Northwest Territories). 
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school meal programs (“i.e. meals provided at no cost to all children who wish to 

participate”) (Cohen et al., 2021, 2).  Lunch programs were associated positively with 

diet quality, food security, and academic performance; breakfast program results, 

however, were mixed (Cohen et al., 2021).  Universal SFPs have also been found to 

have a positive influence on social inclusion (Corter & Pelletier, 2010), gender equity, 

food literacy, environmental sustainability and stewardship (Rojas et al., 2017), and 

economic development (Becot et al., 2017). 

Results from school lunch and breakfast programs in the United States indicate that 

school meals make a significant contribution to students’ caloric and food intake (e.g., 

Cullen & Chen, 2017).  In Sweden, where lunch is available free to all students, national 

research found that younger students who ate school lunch every day had higher caloric 

and nutrient intakes than those who did not (Persson-Osowski et al., 2017).  An 

international review of the impact of school food policies on students’ eating (91 articles; 

3 from Canada) found that student consumption of vegetables and fruits increased 

when provided by schools directly (Micha et al., 2018).  As well, standards for school 

meals (mainly lunch) increased student intake of fruit, maintained their caloric intakes, 

and reduced intakes of total and saturated fat and sodium (Micha et al., 2018).   

Research on Canadian SFPs is relatively limited (Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 

2020; Hernandez et al., 2018), with a concentration of studies from Ontario.  An 

evaluation of the multi-component Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program in Ontario 

found that fruit and vegetable consumption increased somewhat among 1,277 students 

in grades 5-8 participating (He et al., 2009), and students reported positive changes in 

their preferences for some fruits and vegetables.  A small (n=122 students, grades K-5) 

multi-component intervention in a First Nations community in Ontario found that 

increased student participation in the school breakfast snack program (part of a larger 

multi-component program) was associated with students meeting their daily 

recommended fibre intakes (Saksvig et al., 2005).  Another small program that offered 

milk, vegetable, and fruit snacks in one northern Ontario First Nations school and a milk 

program in a second school found positive results within one week; however, the 
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changes were not sustained over a year (Gates et al., 2013).  Powell & Wittman (2018) 

identified that while providing locally grown foods for students is an important goal of the 

Farm-to-School organization in British Columbia, barriers to scaled-up implementation 

existed, requiring further research on addressing limitations. 

Monitoring of breakfast program availability and participation in a two-year, Ontario-

based study in 43 schools with over 23,000 students in grades 9-12 showed widespread 

prevalence of SFPs but relatively low student participation.  Most schools offered 

breakfast programs (n=38), and of these, 37 were free.  In year 1 of the study, 12.3% of 

students participated in a program one or more times per week, which rose slightly to 

13.6% in year 2, while the number of students who skipped breakfast one or more times 

per week remained high throughout (54.5% in year 1 and 54.9% in year 2) (Leatherdale 

et al., 2016).   

A national survey from 2015 of 2,540 students ages 6-17 highlighted a number of 

dietary concerns regarding students’ food consumption at lunch during the school week.  

Sixty-eight percent of students ate lunch at school and approximately 6% reported 

consuming no lunch (researchers were unable to distinguish if food consumed at school 

came from the school).  Results for all students indicated that lunch provided about 26% 

of their total daily calories.  Students consumed lower than recommended amounts of 

dark green and orange vegetables, whole fruit, whole grains, milk and alternatives, 

vitamin D, and calcium, and higher amounts of sodium (Tugault-Lafleur & Black, 2020).   

Other researchers have reviewed existing studies, provided recommendations and 

examined organizations involved with SFPs.  A recent review that examined SFPs and 

other school food initiatives found that universal, culturally appropriate, and multi-

component SFPs positively influence children’s nutritional knowledge, dietary 

behaviours, and food intake (Colley et al., 2019);  a second review recommended that 

SFPs address social determinants of health, food systems and environmental and 

economic sustainability (Everitt et al., 2020).  Hernandez et al. (2018) recommended six 

guiding characteristics of a National School Food Program: (1) universal, (2) health-

promoting, (3) financially sustainable, (4) respectful of local conditions and diversity, (5) 
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connected to local communities and producers, and (6) multi-component and 

comprehensively connected to food literacy and food skills development.  Godin et al., 

(2017), reviewing provincial and NGO documents on breakfast programs, found that the 

documents attributed different meanings to the term ‘universality’; and while programs 

were encouraged to monitor themselves, evaluation results were typically unavailable or 

inaccessible.  

While none of the Canadian research provided national-level information on SFP 

characteristics, the studies indicate the type of SFP research occurring in Canada and 

provide useful context for this research.  The studies indicate that international studies 

yield positive outcomes; the existence of programs does not necessarily translate to 

high student participation rates; at current low levels of participation and funding, 

programs may have positive but relatively small impacts; students’ dietary intakes 

during the school day are of concern; multi-component SFPs are recommended; and 

provincial/territorial guidance on SFPs is inconsistent. 

2.4.2 Framework 

This research was informed by two frameworks: a social policy and program 

development framework (Oostindjer et al., 2017) and a program evaluation framework 

(Glasgow, Boles & Vogt, 1999).  These frameworks were selected as they are 

complementary for assessing the state and characterization of SFP operation.  

Oostindjer et al.’s (2017) social policy and program development framework informed a 

number of survey questions and provided an opportunity to assess our findings relative 

to their recommendations.  By tracing the historical development of school feeding in 

high-income countries, Oostindjer et al (2017) found that SFPs typically follow three 

phases of evolution.  In the first phase (roughly 1850 - 1970s), SFPs emerged in 

response to malnourishment and high rates of army recruits found to be unfit for war. In 

response to increased prevalence of diet-related diseases, the focus of the second 

phase shifted from food security to healthy food (1970s-2000s).  The third, emergent, 

multi-component phase aims to integrate health and environmental sustainability.  This 
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phase, recommended by Oostindjer et al. (2017), prioritizes community and societal 

impacts of food- and food-related meal activities — integrating health, sustainable food 

systems, economic development, and education.  In this research, the framework 

informed a number of survey questions and data analysis. 

The second is the RE-AIM Framework, an operations framework often used in public 

health program planning and evaluation (Glasgow, Boles & Vogt, 1999) that has 

informed research on food programs (e.g., Helmick et al., 2020) and school programs 

(e.g., Dunton et al., 2009). The RE-AIM Framework is used to assess the Reach, 

Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and Maintenance of health programs and 

policies, although as sequenced, the acronym becomes ARIME.  As conceptualized by 

Glasgow and Estabrooks (2018: 5), the framework can help address “who, what, where, 

how, when, and why” questions linked to program planning and evaluation. The RE-AIM 

the framework was adapted to develop the research and survey questions. 

2.5 Methods 

The initial method of data collection was a survey designed to be completed in 30-60 

minutes.  To develop the survey, we adapted the categories from the RE-AIM 

framework (see Table 2.5.1 for guiding questions and sample indicators).  For example, 

we classified the year provinces and territories adopted programs and the type of 

program adopted (mandate) as “Adoption.”  The number of schools with SFPs (typically 

classified as Adoption in RE-AIM) was moved to “Reach” because that number is 

related closely to the number of student participants.    

Table 2.5.1: Guiding questions and sample indicator for survey 

RE-AIM 
Component  

Guiding Question Sample Indicators  

Adoption WHEN did provinces/territories adopt/initiate 
SFPs, WHY were they established, and 
WHAT are their current mandates?   

First year of P/T funding  

Primary program objective  

All desired outcomes 

Reach HOW many schools operated SFPs and 
HOW many students participated?    

Number of SFPs 
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Number of unique school sites 
offering an SFP 

Number of students participating in 
SFPs 

Percent of student population 
participating in individual SFPs 

Implementation  WHO offered the programs, WHERE, and 
WHAT types of programs were delivered, 
HOW were they delivered, and HOW much 
funding did provinces/territories 
contribute?    

Type of P/T Ministry/Department 
funder 

Amount of funding per P/T 
Ministry/Department funder 

Permitted and not permitted uses of 
funding  

Number of SFPs by program type 
(e.g., breakfast, lunch, snack) 

Funding distribution mechanism 

Maintenance  WHAT supports and monitoring practices 
were in place to sustain programs?  

Monitoring survey (schools or school 
boards)  

Annual school site visit 

Nutrition quality verification such as 
grocery receipt review 

Effectiveness HOW did program provision align with 
program demand and HOW much per capita 
funding was expended to assist SFPs with 
achieving their desired outcomes? 

Funding per participating student per 
school day 

Funding per student in P/T per 
school day 

Number of schools on waiting list for 
funding  

Outstanding funding requests from 
schools    

The draft survey consisted of close-ended questions about SFPs (e.g., type of mandate) 

and requested numerical data (e.g., number of student participants) plus one open-

ended question asking participants for comments.  Questions were specific and precise 

to maximize the validity of the data.  For example, a question asking for the total 

number of school-based SFPs specified to include all programs, including multiple 

programs at a single school and provided an example (a breakfast and snack program 

at 1 school counts as 2 programs).  The draft survey was reviewed for clarity and 

feasibility by members of the Coalition for Healthy School Food (CHSF), the only 

national coalition dedicated to school food; the final e-survey, created using Qualtrics, 
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was available in English and French.  This study was approved by the University of New 

Brunswick’s Research Ethics Board (#2019-076).  

The names and contact information for key provincial and territorial government 

employees who oversaw SFP funding were obtained through the literature search and 

from members of the CHSF and prospective participants were sent an email invitation.  

In some instances, the government participant indicated that their NGO partner was 

better positioned to respond to some questions, so surveys were sent to them.  A total 

of 25 surveys were sent out: 17 to provincial and territorial government ministries and 

departments and 8 to NGO representatives.  Alberta declined to participate.  During 

analysis, when survey data from government or NGO participants were incomplete or 

raised questions, the lead author conducted a follow-up telephone interview to review 

and verify the data, using the survey questions as a guide.   

Data from the close-ended and numerical responses from the surveys and interviews 

were compiled into an excel spreadsheet, categorized using the RE-AIM framework and 

then summarized.  Numerical data were computed and results analyzed descriptively 

for response variability and in reference to the framework of Oostindjer et al. (2017).  All 

survey data are at the provincial and territorial level and self-reported.  In the few cases 

where participants provided different numerical data for the same question, we used the 

results from government participants.  The number of publicly funded schools in the 

province or territory reported by Ministries of Education was used as the denominator to 

calculate SFP prevalence across the country.  Data from publicly available websites 

were used when a jurisdiction declined participation and to augment survey data.  

Participants and CHSF leaders were sent a draft copy of this article for review. 

2.6 Results 

Data on SFP operation in the 2018/19 school year were collected from November 2019 

to June 2020.  Some provinces/territories offer more than one program and/or a 

program may be funded by more than one ministry or department, which meant the total 

number of surveys (n=24: n=16 government and n=8 NGO representatives) and follow-
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up telephone interviews (n=15: n=9 government and n=6 NGO representatives) is 

greater than the number of provinces and territories (n=13).  As it is common that SFP 

administration and monitoring is shared among provincial/territorial department or 

ministries and NGOs, the data on 19 provincial/territorial funders were collected.  In 

2018/19, New Brunswick (NB) did not fund a province-wide SFP, so was ineligible to 

participate; Alberta (AB) declined to participate, so publicly available data were used 

(Government of Alberta, 2017; Government of Alberta, 2019b).   

Due to overlapping responsibilities, the results from 16 programs (eight provinces and 

three territories) plus publicly available data from AB resulted in a final sample of 17 

provincial/territorial SFPs from nine provinces and the three territories.  Seven provinces 

and two territories funded one program each, the Northwest Territories (NT) funded two 

programs, and Ontario (ON) and Quebec (QC) each funded three.  

2.6.1 Adoption 

The guiding questions for program adoption included: when did provinces/territories 

adopt/initiate SFPs, why were they established and what are their current mandates and 

desired outcomes?  As indicated in Table 2.6.1, the first wave of provincial/territorial 

funding for SFPs started in the 1990s.  In the wake of growing awareness regarding the 

prevalence of child poverty and food insecurity, funding was initiated by four 

Ministries/Departments of Social Services – Saskatchewan (SK) (1990), ON (1995), 

British Columbia (BC) (1996), QC (2001) – and two in the Territories – Nunavut (NU) 

(1992) and Yukon (YK) (1997).   

In the mid-2000s, a second wave of investments in SFPs from Ministries of Health and 

Education began, which coincided with the publication of the Integrated Pan-Canadian 

Healthy Living Strategy (Canadian Minister of Health, 2005).  In 2005, Nova Scotia’s 

(NS) Departments of Education and Health made a joint investment to fund a provincial 

breakfast program.  In 2006, ON’s Ministry of Health funded the Northern Fruit and 

Vegetable Program (NFVP).  
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In response to a Manitoba (MB) taskforce in 2005 that recommended increased access 

to nutritious foods in schools, three departments started funding SFPs in 2007, 2009, 

and 2014.  Prince Edward Island’s (PE) Department of Education began their support in 

2009, and the NT 2013 Anti-Poverty Strategy led to an investment from the Department 

of Education and the Department of Health and Social Services in 2013.  In 2016, AB 

introduced a “targeted school nutrition program” in select Kindergarten to Grade 6 

schools in the province (Government of Alberta, 2017).   

Most provincial/territorial programs tied initial funding to a Food Security/Poverty 

Alleviation mandate that targeted schools based on demographics, geography, and/or 

socio-economics (data not shown).  The most commonly reported primary objective of 

2018/19 programs (n=6; 37.5%) was “to provide a social safety net (Food 

Security/Poverty Alleviation).” The second was “to meet nutrition and/or health goals 

(Public Health)” (n=4; 25%), and third, “to meet educational goals (Academic 

Performance)” (n=3; 18.7%), tied with and “other” (n=3; 18.7%) (see Table 2.6.1).  No 

participants indicated agricultural or environmental goals.  

The outcomes that governments aim to foster through SFPs (data not shown; multiple 

responses were possible) were: public health (n=16; 100%); food security/poverty 

alleviation (n=14; 87.5%), academic performance (n=13; 81.2%); and health education 

(n=11; 68.7%).  ON’s Ministry of Health identified agricultural goals (n=1; 6.3%) and 

MB’s Ministry of Education identified environmental goals (n=1; 6.3%) as secondary 

outcomes.
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Table 2.6.1: Adoption 

Province 
/ 
Territory  

First 
Year of 
Funding 

Initial Government Ministry or 
Department Funder 

Funding Government 
Ministry or Department in 
2018/191 

Primary Objective of 
SFP in 2018/19 

NL 2008 
Department of Health and 
Community Services  

Department of Children, 
Seniors, and Social 
Development 

Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

PE 2009 
Department of Education and 
Lifelong Learning  

Department of Education 
and Lifelong Learning 

Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

NS  2005 

Joint investment between the 
Department of Education and the 
Department of Health Promotion 
and Protection  

Department of Health and 
Wellness (Nova Scotia 
Health Authority completed 
the survey) 

Public Health 

QC 

2001 
Ministry of Labor, Employment, 
and Social Solidarity 

Ministry of Education  
(subsidized by the Ministry 
of Labor) 

Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

2018 
Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education 

Ministry of Education  
Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

2017 
Ministry of Health and Social 
Services 

Did not participate in 
survey 

Did not participate in 
survey  

ON 

(1995)2 
20053 

Ministry of Children and Youth 
Services  

Ministry of Children, 
Community and Social 
Services, Children with 
Special Needs Division 

Academic Performance 

2016 
Ministry of Children and Youth 
Services 

Ministry of Children, 
Community and Social 
Services, Child Welfare 
and Protection Division  

Other: To support 
healthy eating and 
mental, spiritual and 
emotional wellness. 

2006 Ministry of Health Ministry of Health  

Other: to increase the 
consumption and 
awareness of fresh fruits 
and vegetables, on and 
off reserve, in Northern 
Ontario. 

MB1 

2007 
Department of Indigenous and 
Northern Relations 

Department of Indigenous 
and Northern Relations 

Public Health 

2009 
Department of Health, Seniors 
and Active Living  

Department of Health, 
Seniors and Active Living 
[Lead Department] 

Public Health 

2014 Department of Education Department of Education Academic Performance 

SK 1990 Ministry of Social Services  
Ministry of Education 
(transferred in 2009) 

Other: three equal 
objectives - promote 
good nutrition practices, 
help develop 
independent living skills, 
and provide 
opportunities for 
communities to address 
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Province 
/ 
Territory  

First 
Year of 
Funding 

Initial Government Ministry or 
Department Funder 

Funding Government 
Ministry or Department in 
2018/191 

Primary Objective of 
SFP in 2018/19 

local food security 
initiatives 

AB 2016 Ministry of Education 
Did not participate in 
survey 

Did not participate in 
survey 

BC 1996 
The Ministry of Children and 
Family Development 

Transferred to the Ministry 
of Education and the 
CommunityLINK program 
started in 2002. 

Academic Performance 

YK 1997 
Department of Health and Social 
Services  

Department of Health and 
Social Services (Health 
Services Division) 

Public Health 

NT 

2014 
Department of Education, 
Culture, and Employment   

Department of Education, 
Culture and, Employment 
[Lead Funder]  

Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

2013 
Department of Health and Social 
Services (funds the Food First 
Foundation) 

Did not participate in 
survey 

Did not participate in 
survey 

NU 1992 
Department of Health and Social 
Services  

Department of Health and 
Social Services (Health 
Services Division) 

Food Security/Poverty 
Alleviation 

1The single program in Manitoba is funded by 3 different agencies; otherwise each row corresponds to a 
separate program for a total of 17. 

2The Ontario government contributed $1 million to launch a ‘child nutrition partnership’ with the NGO 
Breakfast for Learning to fund individual breakfast programs in the 1995/1996 school year (Legislative 
Assembly of Ontario, 1994).   

3In 2005, Ontario government began (partially) funding programs on an annual basis through the Ministry 
of Children and Youth Services (Ontario Newsroom, 2005).
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2.6.2 Reach 

Data on reach (i.e., schools and student participation), which in turn raises questions 

about availability and access to programs (i.e., universality), were a challenge to 

compile.  For example, provinces and territories use different methods to count and 

report rates of student participation and SFP prevalence.  To obtain consistent data, the 

survey question requested that participants report on the number of unique students 

and schools that participated in the 2018/19 school year.  The results (see Table 2.6.2) 

indicate that student participation rates vary widely among the provinces and territories, 

with values ranging from approximately 5% in AB to 83% in YK.   

In the territories, close to 100% of schools offer SFPs, with participation rates of 

approximately 80%.  In other regions, Atlantic Canada has the highest program 

prevalence, with 90-96% of schools running one or more food programs (e.g., breakfast 

or snack); student participation rates range from 31% to 51%.  ON is the next highest at 

71% of schools offering one or more SFPs, with its province-wide program (the Ontario 

Student Nutrition Program (OSNP)) serving approximately 40% of students.  ON also 

offers a First Nations Student Nutrition Program (FN SNP) in 67% of band-operated and 

federally funded schools and a fruit and vegetable program in the north.  In MB, 37% of 

schools have an SFP, serving 16% of the student population.  AB has a lower 

prevalence – 18% of schools and 5% of the student population participating. 

The total student reach of SFPs in Canada is difficult to estimate as not all jurisdictions 

collect data at the provincial level.  For example, BC’s Ministry of Education distributes 

funds directly to school districts as part of a larger funding initiative (the Community Link 

program funds more than SFPs) and does not collect provincial data.  SK pools data 

across a range of sites, resulting in incomplete school-specific provincial data.  In 2018-

19, QC’s program was in transition, and data were limited. 

Collectively, of the approximately 15,500 JK-12 schools in Canada (Council of Ministers 

of Education Canada, 2019), a minimum of 5,371 schools offered 6,408 free SFPs 

funded entirely or in part by provinces and territories (no data from BC and only partial 
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data from SK).  This figure equates to a conservative minimum of 35% of Canadian 

schools offering one or more programs.  Within these programs, a minimum of 

1,018,323 students of Canada’s 4,917,438 students2 (Statistics Canada, 2019) 

participate, which equates to a minimum of 20.7% of students (data unavailable from 

SK, BC, NT and only partial data from QC and ON) (see Table 2.6.2). 

 

2 Students attending regular programming at publicly-funded JK-12 schools in Canada in 2018/19. 
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Table 2.6.2: Reach 

Province 
/ 
Territory  

Name of School Food Program 

Number of 
school food 
PROGRAMS 

Number of JK-
12 SCHOOLS 
running an SFP 

Percent of 
SCHOOLS with one 
or more SFPs1 

Number of unique 
STUDENTS Served 

Percent of 
ALL 
STUDENTS 
served2 

NL Kids Eat Smart Clubs 257 programs 237 schools 96% 31,000 students 48% 

PE School Breakfast Program 91 programs 56 schools 90% 10,400 students 51% 

NS School Healthy Eating Program 343 programs 343 schools 91% 37,904 students 31% 

QC 

Measure 15012: Food Aid in 
Secondary Schools 

165 programs 165 schools 

9%3 

unknown 

unknown 
Measure 15016: Breakfast 
Programs in Elementary Schools  

45 programs 45 schools 8031 students 

SFPs in Cree, Inuit and Naskapi 
nations 

19 programs 19 schools 79% 2537 students unknown 

ON 

Ontario Student Nutrition 
Program (OSNP) 

4,156 
programs 

3,433 schools 71% 812,500 students4 40% 

First Nations Student Nutrition 
Program (FN SNP) 

134 programs 87 schools 

67% of band-
operated and 

federally-funded 
schools 

Unknown5 unknown 

Northern Fruit and Vegetable 
Program (NFVP) 

449 programs 

119 unique 
schools not 
served by 

OSNP (449 
schools total) 

not applicable, NFVP 
is a geographically-

specific SFP that 
includes a 

combination of public 
and FN schools that 

overlaps with the 
OSNP 

20,371 unique students 
not served by OSNP 

(82,612 students total) 
Not applicable 

MB 
School Nutrition Programs 
supported by the Child Nutrition 
Council of Manitoba 

415 programs 260 schools 37% 30,500 students 16% 

SK 
Child Nutrition Development 
Program (CNDP) Grants 

>86 programs >86 schools >9% unknown Unknown 
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Province 
/ 
Territory  

Name of School Food Program 

Number of 
school food 
PROGRAMS 

Number of JK-
12 SCHOOLS 
running an SFP 

Percent of 
SCHOOLS with one 
or more SFPs1 

Number of unique 
STUDENTS Served 

Percent of 
ALL 
STUDENTS 
served2 

AB 
Alberta’s School Nutrition 
Program (Kindergarten to Grade 
6 schools) 

>400 
programs6 

>400 schools6 18% 33,000 students7 5% 

BC 
CommunityLINK (non-specific 
poverty alleviation funding that 
includes a food funding stream) 

Unknown Unknown unknown unknown unknown 

YK 
SFPs supported via Yukon Food 
for Learning Association 

85 programs 29 schools 94% 4,500 students 83% 

NT 

(1) Foods for Healthy Learning 
Program (Department of 
Education) and (2) SFPs 
supported via the Food First 
Foundation (Department of 
Health) 

49 programs 49 schools 100% Unknown unknown 

NU Nunavut School Food Program 44 programs 43 schools 100% 7580-8590 students 75-85%8 

TOTAL 
17 Provincially or Territorially 
funded SFPs 

6,408 
programs 

5,371 schools 
Minimum of 35% 
schools in Canada9 

1,018,323 students 

Minimum of 
20.7% 
Canadian 
students10 

1Percent of Schools with SFPs: Calculations based on school data obtained from provincial and territorial Ministries of Education.  

2Percent of Students Served: Calculations based on 2018/19 JK-12 student enrolment data (regular programs for youth attending publicly-funded 
schools) from Statistics Canada (2019). 

3This percentage is calculated based on the total number of schools in Quebec. During 2018/19, Measure 15012 only concerned secondary 
schools in disadvantaged areas (socioeconomic background index 8-9-10). If calculated according to this data, there were 165 participating 
schools out of 170 secondary schools in disadvantaged areas (8-9-10), which equates to 97% of the schools targeted by this measure benefited 
from it.   

4This figure from the OSNP is from 2017/18 as it was the last year that the unique number of students served was reported.  In 2018/19, Ontario 
moved to only tracking the average daily participation rates (personal correspondence with Anne Collinson, October 1, 2020).  

5ON’s FN SNP tracks the number of meals served. The ministry representative stated that the 883,799 breakfasts served in 2018/19 could 
approximate the number of students served. 883,799 breakfasts divided by 194 instructional days equates to approximately 4,556 students, or 
32% of the provincial FN student population (personal correspondence with Dennis Sithoo, April 1, 2020). 
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6Government of Alberta. (2019b). Education Annual Report 2018-2019. Retrieved From: https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/8b226e68-1227-4aec-
87a5-b573f3bfb062/resource/fec2c6c0-2fa7-4030-adcc-8f3dbaa1bcf4/download/education-annual-report-2018-2019-web.pdf 

7CBC News. (2018, September 26). Alberta grows school nutrition program to feed 33,000 kids across province. CBC. 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/alberta-school-nutrition-program-grows-1.4839368 

8Sharma, R. (2020, August 26). Nunavut’s school food programs modified safely alleviate food insecurity. Nunavut News, 1–4. Retrieved from: 
https://nunavutnews.com/nunavut-news/nunavuts-school-food-programs-modified-to-safely-alleviate-food-insecurity/ 

9School participation data from BC was not available and only partial data from SK were available. 

10Student participation data from SK, BC and NT was not available and only partial data from QC and ON was available.
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2.6.3 Implementation  

Data on implementation included: who offered the programs, where and what types of 

programs were delivered, how were they delivered, and how much funding did 

provinces/territories contribute (see Table 2.6.3)?  Implementation varies across the 

country and sometimes within provinces/territories, including program funder, funding 

calculations and distribution, and permissible uses of funding.  Within governments, 

SFPs are most commonly funded by Ministries of Education (n=8; 50%), followed by 

Ministries of Health (n=7; 43.7%), Ministries of Social Services (n=3; 18.7%), and 

Indigenous Affairs (n=1; 6.3%).  In four provinces/territories, funding responsibilities are 

distributed among more than one department, either supporting the same program (MB) 

or different programs (NT, ON, QC), with varying degrees of collaboration among 

departments/ministries and NGO partners. 
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Table 2.6.3: Implementation 

Province 
/ 
Territory  

Funding Ministry/Department 
in 2018/19  

Funding 
(inclusive of 
all costs, not 
just food) 

Funding Distribution 

Types of 
SFPs, by 
prevalence 
(bold most 
common) 

NL 
Department of Children, Seniors 
and Social Development 

$1,093,700 
Kids Eat Smart Newfoundland 
and Labrador (NGO)  

Breakfast; 
Snack 

PE 
Department of Education and 
Lifelong Learning 

$200,0001 Directly to schools  Breakfast 

NS 
Nova Scotia Department of 
Health and Wellness (via the 
Nova Scotia Health Authority)  

$1,700,000 
Funding distributed to Regional 
Centres for Education (i.e. 
school boards) 

Breakfast; 
Snack 

QC 

Ministry of Education with 
subsidy from the Ministry of 
Labour, Employment and Social 
Solidarity 
[Measure 15012 for Food Aid in 
Secondary Schools]  

$9,747,38582 Directly to school boards 
Breakfast; 
Snack; Lunch 

Ministry of Education  
[Measure 15016 for Breakfast 
Programs] 

$9,200,000 
Breakfast Club of Canada 
(National NGO) 

Breakfast 

Ministry of Health and Social 
Services 

$142,000 

Breakfast Club of Canada 
(National NGO) to support 
SFPs in Cree, Inuit and 
Naskapi nations 

Breakfast 

ON 

Ministry of Children, Community 
and Social Services [Ontario 
Student Nutrition Program] 

$27,900,000 
14 Regional Lead Agencies (all 
are NGOs) 

Breakfast; 
Snack; Lunch 

Ministry of Children, Community 
and Social Services [First 
Nations Student Nutrition 
Program] 

$4,300,000 
Other: Funding given directly to 
First Nation communities and 
NGOs 

Breakfast; 
Lunch 

Ministry of Health  $5,400,000 
Other: Ontario Fruit and 
Vegetable Growers Association 
(NGO) & northern health units 

Snack (Fruit & 
Vegetable) 

MB 

Department of Indigenous and 
Northern Relations 

$25,000 

Child Nutrition Council of 
Manitoba (NGO) 

Breakfast; 
Snack; Lunch; 
Snack (Fruit 
and Vegetable) 

Department of Health, Seniors 
and Active Living [Lead 
Department] 

$301,000 

Department of Education $650,000 

SK Ministry of Education 
>$936,044 - 
<$2,337,044 

$936,044 given directly to 
school districts for SFPs and 
$2,337,044 distributed to a 
combination of school districts 
and 26 NGOs to support a 
combination of SFPs, gardens, 
and other community food 
security programs. 

Snack; 
Lunch; "Meal 
Programs 
Generally"; 
Breakfast" 

AB Ministry of Education $15,500,000 
Funding distributed directly to 
school districts 

N/A 
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Province 
/ 
Territory  

Funding Ministry/Department 
in 2018/19  

Funding 
(inclusive of 
all costs, not 
just food) 

Funding Distribution 

Types of 
SFPs, by 
prevalence 
(bold most 
common) 

BC Ministry of Education $13,231,71383 
Funding distributed directly to 
school districts 

Lunch; 
breakfast; and 
snack 

YK 
Department of Health and Social 
Services, Health Services 
Division 

$116,500 
Funds transferred to the Yukon 
Food for Learning Association 
(NGO) 

Breakfast; 
snack; and 
lunch 

NT 

Department of Education, 
Culture and, Employment 

$650,000 Directly to schools unknown 

Department of Health and Social 
Services 

$25,000 Food First Foundation (NGO) 
Breakfast; 
Snack; and 
Lunch 

NU 
Department of Health and Social 
Services 

$1,945,092 

Other: Funds administered by 
sponsoring agencies such as 
hamlets or district education 
authorities (DEAs) via 
Community Wellness Plans 

Breakfast; 
Lunch; Snack 

CA 
19 government funders/funding 
agreements 

$93,061,434 
Most common to transfer 
funding to one or more NGOs 
for distribution (n=10 / 63%) 

Breakfast most 
common 

1Funding from PE only covers food expenses.  

2QC’s Measure 15012: $9,394,285 for public school boards + $ 190,315 for the Cree school board + $162,785 for the 

Kativik school board = total of $9,747,385 to cover food expenses in secondary schools.  $1.4 million was subsidized 

by the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Solidarity. 

3BC’s figure does not include any funding that may have been used towards SFPs from the Provincal Vulnerable 

Students Supplement (VSS) grant as this was not tracked in 2019.  
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In 2018/19, provincial/territorial governments collectively contributed a minimum of 

$93,061,434 to support free, regularly occurring SFPs.  The funding distribution 

illustrates the complexity of SFP administration in Canada, with ten P/T funders 

distributing funds through one or more regional (e.g., ON and SK), provincial (e.g., NL 

and MB), territorial (e.g., YK), and/or national (e.g., Breakfast Club of Canada in QC) 

NGOs.  In PE, NS, AB, and BC, the government allocates funds directly to schools or 

school boards.  SK, QC, and NT use a combination of direct to school funding and 

NGO(s), while NU, ON’s NFVP and ON’s FN SNP use other combinations.  

There was also significant variability in funding criteria, funding formulas, and the 

allowable uses of funding (data not shown).  The majority of provincial/territorial funders 

(n=11; 68.7%) in most jurisdictions (ON, QC, NS, MB, NT, BC, AB) prioritize funding 

based on socio-economic need.  Half the government funders required an annual 

school grant application (n=8; 50%).  Fewer than half the provincial/territorial funders 

permitted schools to fund food literacy activities (n=7; 43.7%) or supplies and equipment 

(n=7; 43.7%).  In SFPs where funding flows directly from the government to school or 

school boards (QC, PE, BC, and NT), funds were restricted to food purchases.  Only 

three provincial/territorial funders (19%) permitted funding for food preparation staff 

salaries (SK, NU, and ON’s FN SNP).  

Within jurisdictions, there is also variability (data not shown).  In ON’s province-wide 

SFP (OSNP), funds are restricted to food, regional NGO staff, and some supplies and 

equipment.  Provincial funding covers “up to 15% of the program costs,” thus other 

funders are required (Government of Ontario, 2018, p. 13).  In the First Nations Student 

Nutrition Program, which is funded by a different department in the same ministry, funds 

can also be used to cover the cost of food delivery, food preparation staff, and food 

literacy activities.  Similarly, the fruit and vegetable program in the north receives 100% 

of the funding procured for snacks for the entire school population from the Ministry of 

Health.  While this program relies on volunteers to prepare food, the budget covers all 

other aspects, including food transportation, some off-site food processing, and food 

literacy. 
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While the programs vary considerably across the country, there are a few 

characteristics that remain the same. First, there is little variability is that breakfast or a 

mid-morning meal is the most common type of program (9 provinces/territories), but 

lunch is most common in BC.  As well, the majority of SFPs are exclusively or heavily 

volunteer-driven (data not shown).  For example, approximately 56,000 volunteers 

support the province-wide SFPs annually in ON.  In NS, approximately 4000 volunteers 

contribute an average of 9 hours (ranging from 3.5 to 17 hours) per week. 

2.6.4 Maintenance  

Program maintenance assessed the types of supports and monitoring practices were in 

place to sustain programs. While all provinces and territories reported using nutrition 

guidelines and a program manual, there is a lack of standardized monitoring within and 

across jurisdictions (see Table 2.6.4).  

Seven provinces/territories verified that programs are universally available to all 

students in individual schools, and six verified the food’s nutritional quality – four of 

which (MB, NL, ON, and YK) employed a grocery receipt review process.  Annual 

school site visits, which can provide localized support to review program operations and 

verify food handling practices, occurred only in NL and ON.  Fewer than half the 

provinces and territories confirmed they surveyed each school or school board and/or 

offered training for safe food handling.  

The majority of SFP data are collected by NGO partners and are usually aggregated at 

the provincial/territorial level.  SFPs that use a direct funding model, allocating funding 

to school boards (QC, SK, NT, BC), are associated with collecting less provincial-level 

data about programs, especially student participation.  No participants reported 

monitoring the amount of money spent on local food or targets for reducing food waste. 
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Table 2.6.4: Maintenance1 

Province 
/ 
Territory  

Nutrition 
Guidelines 

Program 
Manual 

Survey 
of each 
school 
or 
school 
board 

Annual 
School 
Site 
Visit 

Safe 
Food 
Handling 
Training  

Verification 
programs 
are 
universally 
available 

Nutritional 
Quality 
Verification 

Grocery 
Receipt 
Review  

NL Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

PE Yes Yes No No No Yes No No 

NS Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No 

QC Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No No 

ON Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes (random 
audit) 

MB Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes (and 
verification 
that a 
minimum is 
spent on 
fruits and 
vegetables) 

SK Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 

AB Yes Yes N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

BC Yes Yes N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

YK Yes Yes No No N/A Yes Yes Yes 

NT Yes Yes Yes No N/A No No No 

NU Yes Yes No No N/A Yes No No 
1As some participants did not complete this section of the survey, supplementary data from the literature review was 

used and data was aggregated at the provincial/territorial level.   

 

2.6.5 Effectiveness 

As data on SFP effectiveness in Canada are limited (Everitt et al., 2020; Powell & 

Wittman, 2018), this research used funding level as a proxy measure of program 

capacity, i.e., how did program provision align with program demand and how much per 

capita funding was expended to assist SFPs with achieving their desired outcomes? As 

shown in Table 6, based on student participation rates, provincial/territorial funding 

ranged from $0.10/student/school day for breakfast in PE (only food costs) to 

$3.45/student/school day in AB (inclusive of all costs); an average of $0.48/ participating 

student/school day. If every student in the province, territory, or program catchment 

participated (universal participation), P/T contributions drop:  0.03/student/school day in 
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MB to $1.58/student/school day in ON’s FN SNP, which includes all program expenses; 

an average of $0.10/student/school day.   

Table 2.6.5: Effectiveness1 

Province / 
Territory  

Funding Ministry/Department  

Funding per 
participating 
student per 
school day in 
2018/192 

Funding per 
student in the 
province or 
territory per 
school day (if 
universal 
participation)3 

NL 
Department of Children, Seniors and Social 
Development 

$0.19  $0.09 

PE Department of Education and Lifelong Learning $0.10 $0.05 

NS Nova Scotia Department of Health and Wellness $0.23 $0.07 

QC 

Ministry of Education [Measure 15012 – Secondary] unknown 
$0.11 

Ministry of Education [Measure 15016 – Elementary] $1.204 

Ministry of Health and Social Services [First Nations 
Program] 

$0.31 Not applicable 

ON 

Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, 
Children with Special Needs Division [Ontario Student 
Nutrition Program]  

$0.18 $0.07 

Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, 
Child Welfare and Protection Division [First Nations 
Program] 

unknown 

$1.58  
(based on number 
of FN students in 
Ontario) 

Ministry of Health  $0.34 
Not applicable 
(overlap with 
OSNP) 

MB 

Department of Indigenous and Northern Relations 

$0.16 $0.03 
Department of Health, Seniors and Active Living [Lead 
Department] 

Department of Education 

SK Department of Education unknown >$0.03 - <$0.07 

AB Department of Education $3.45 $0.17 

BC Ministry of Education unknown $0.10 

YK Department of Education, Culture and Employment $0.14 $0.11 

NT 
Department of Education, Culture and, Employment  
Department of Health and Social Services  

unknown $0.37 

NU Department of Health and Social Services $1.16 - $1.32 $0.94 

CA  $0.485 $0.106 

1This table includes funding from jurisdictions that only fund food (i.e. PE) to others that fund a range of items in 

addition to food, such as NGO administration. Therefore, the figures are not a direct comparison but rather provide 

insight into SFP funding variability across Canada.  



    

 

 

 

 

54 

 

 

2Funding per participating student was calculated by dividing the total SFP funds by the number of participating 

students reported by the highest number of school instructional days in 2018/19 as reported by the EdCan Network 

(except for QC, see note below).  

3Funding per student in the province or territory (universal participation) was calculated by dividing the total SFP 

funds by 2018/19 student enrollment data (regular programs for youth attending publicly-funded schools) (Statistics 

Canada, 2019) by the highest number of school instructional days in 2018/19 (EdCan Network, 2019). 

4QC’s figure was calculated differently as 2018/19 was the first year of the Ministry of Education funded Measure 

15016, which included a one-time $5000 allowance per school for program start-up expenses in addition to an 

allowance of $216 per student enrolled in the breakfast program (Government of Quebec, 2018).  Using the $216 per 

student allowance, and dividing this by the 180 instructional days in Quebec according to EdCan Network (2019), this 

equates to $1.20 per student per day.  

5Funding per participating student per school day in Canada was calculated by dividing the total P/T funding 

($93,061,434) by number of participating students (1,018,323 students) by the number by the average number of 

school days in Canada (190 school days).  

6Funding per student in Canada was calculated by dividing the total provincial/territorial funding ($93,061,434) by the 

total number of students that attend publicly-funded schools in Canada (4,917,438) by the number by the average 

number of school days in Canada (190 school days). 
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Generally, provincial/territorial government funding covers a small portion of program 

costs.  For example, in NS, schools receive government funding for 25% of the cost, 

which in MB decreased to a maximum of 12% of estimated food costs from government 

and non-government sourcesthat could be distributed by the NGO partner.  In AB, the 

$15.5 million contributed to SFPs in 2018/19 was roughly 26% of the government’s 

2015 campaign promise of investing $60 million annually for a province-wide school 

lunch program by 2017/18 (Notley, 2015). 

Using funding as a proxy for capacity and hence effectiveness, provincial/territorial 

funding levels are low, and SFP demand outstrips supply.  Government and/or NGO 

partners in NL, NS, ON, MB, SK, and NT reported there were inadequate funding levels 

to meet the demand for existing programs.  NT’s Ministry of Education reported on their 

insufficient funding: “schools try to provide a type of program that will run for the full 

year, but… [some schools reported that] the funds they receive from our program are 

only sufficient to provide daily breakfast for four months of ten.”  In BC, one estimate is 

that teachers contributed close to $4 million per year out-of-pocket to purchase food for 

students (BC Teachers’ Federation, 2015).  Participants in SK, MB, and NS reported 

insufficient levels of funding to establish new programs.  
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2.7 Discussion 

The results from this research provide a clearer view of the current diversity and 

complexity of SFPs, although the SFP environment presents challenges to capturing 

information from all jurisdictions about all program characteristics.  Despite the absence 

of a national SFP, over 1/3 of schools (35%)3 in Canada offered one or more free SFPs 

in which a minimum of 21% of JK-12 students4 participated in 2018/19 (conservative 

figures based on limited data in some jurisdictions, see footnotes).  Meals and snacks 

were provided at no cost to students, made possible, in part, through a collective of 

$93,061,434 of provincial and territorial funding; however, government contributions 

were often one quarter or less of the total costs (e.g., 15% in Ontario and 25% in Nova 

Scotia).  The majority of provincial/territorial funders (n=11 of 16; 69%) in most 

jurisdictions (ON, QC, NS, MB, NT, BC, AB) prioritized funding based on socio-

economic need.  Fewer than half of the provincial/territorial funders allowed schools to 

direct a portion of funding to support food literacy activities (n=7; 44%), supplies and 

equipment (n=7; 44%), and it was uncommon to permit the use of funding for food 

preparation staff salaries (n=3; 19%).  

The prevalence of SFPs in schools and student participation rates vary widely, resulting 

in inequitable access to SFPs across Canada.  Program participation rates are the 

highest in Northern and Atlantic Canada and participation is lowest in Alberta at 5%.  A 

few jurisdictions have prioritized Indigenous communities (i.e., ON, QC, MB), but that 

practice appears to be inconsistent across the country.  Mechanisms for distributing 

SFP funds vary widely, reflecting complicated relationships within provincial 

departments; regional, provincial, territorial, and national NGOs; school districts and 

individual schools; and other partners.  The types of supports provinces and territories 

provide to SFPs for their maintenance differ as well; accountability and monitoring 

measures vary and data are not always compiled at the provincial level (e.g., BC).   

 

3 School participation data was unavailable from BC, and only partial data was available from SK. 
4 Student participation data was unavailable from SK, BC, NT, and only partial data was available from 

QC and ON. 
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Nevertheless, common characteristics of SFPs in Canada include: food security is the 

most common objective, breakfast remains the most common SFP meal, and programs 

are predominately, in most jurisdictions exclusively, run by volunteers.  Table 2.7.1 

provides a summary of characteristics that highlight similarities and differences within 

programs and characterize the current state of SFPs in Canada.         

  

Table 2.7.1: Summary of Findings 

RE-AIM 
Component 

RE-AIM 
Category  

Results 

Adoption First Year of 
Funding 

1990 (NFL) – 2016 (AB); 2020 (NB) 

Primary 
Objective 

Food Security/Social Safety Net (n=6) 

Nutrition/Health Goals (n=4) 

Education/Academic Performance (n=3) 

Other/Combination (n=3) 

All Desired 
Outcomes 

Public Health (n=16) 

Food Security/Social Safety Net (n=14) 

Education/Academic Performance (n=13) 

Health Education (n=11) 

Local Food/Economic Development (n=1) 

Environmental Outcomes (n=1) 

Reach Student 
Participation 
Rates  

5% (AB) – 83% (Yukon) 

A conservative minimum of 1,018,323 students or 21% of 
Canadian students participate in a free SFP (student participation 
data was unavailable from SK, BC, NT and only partial data was 
available from QC and ON) 

Schools 
Offering SFPs 

9% (QC) – 100% (NU and NT) 

A conservative minimum of 6,408 programs are offered in 5,371 
out of 15,500 schools or 35% of Canadian schools offer one or 
more free SFPs (school participation data was unavailable from 
BC and only partial data was available from SK) 

Implementation Provincial/ 
Territorial 
Ministries/ 
Departments 

Education (n=8; 50%) 

Health (n=7; 44%) 

Social Services (n=3; 19%) 

Indigenous and Northern Relations (n=1; 6%) 

Models and 
Administration  

1-3 Ministries within a province/territory funding programs 

1-3 provincial/territorial, or regional programs per 
province/territory 

The majority of P/T funders transfer funding to an NGO 
administrator (n=10; 63%)  

It is common for P/T funders to require annual school grant 
applications to receive funding (n=8; 50%) 
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Funding  

A minimum of $93,061,434 from provinces and territories spent 
on SFPs contributed collectively by 17 unique 
Ministries/Departments (19 funding agreements in total), 
supporting 17 SFPs  

Provincial/territorial contribution is a percentage of total costs, 
e.g., 15% in ON and 25% in NS. 

The majority of funders prioritize funding based on socio-
economic need (n=11) 

Fewer than half the P/T funders surveyed (n=7 of 16; 44%) 
allowed schools to direct a portion of funding to support food 
literacy activities 

It was uncommon to permit the use of funding for food 
preparation staff salaries (n=3; 19 %)  

Program Types  Breakfast/mid-morning meal is the most common type of program 

SFPs are heavily volunteer driven  

Maintenance  Support and 
Accountability 

All provinces and territories have adopted nutrition guidelines and 
a program manual 

Monitoring Provincial/Territorial level data available for 7 provinces and 3 
territories  

Survey of schools or school boards (n=6 P/Ts) 

Annual School Site Visit (n=2 P/Ts) 

Safe Food Handling Training (n=6 P/Ts) 

Verification that programs are universal (n=7 P/Ts) 

Nutrition Quality Verification (n=6), including grocery receipt 
review (n=4 P/Ts) 

Use of local foods (n=0 P/Ts) 

Food waste reduction targets (n=0 P/Ts) 

Effectiveness Program 
Demand 
versus Supply 

Program/student demand often outstrips supply  

NL, NS, ON, MB, SK, and NT reported there were inadequate 
levels of funding to meet the demand for existing programs (n=6 
P/Ts); SK, MB, and NS reported there were insufficient levels of 
funding to establish new programs (n=3 P/Ts) 

Funding per 
participating 
student per 
school day  

$0.10 in PE (only food costs) - $3.45 in AB (inclusive of all 
program expenses); an average of $0.48 per participating student 
per school day  

Funding per 
student in P/T 
per school day 

$0.03 in MB - $1.58 in the First Nations SFP in ON (inclusive of 
all program expenses); an  average of $0.10 per student in P/T 
(universal participation) per school day 

Whereas national school food programs in other countries function with a single 

mandate, a single set of rules for inclusion of schools and students, a single set of 

regulations for program implementation, and maintenance, and require standardized 

monitoring, programs within Canada share some common characteristics, but not as a 
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result of operating under the umbrella of a sole program.  When analyzed through 

Oostindjer et al.’s (2017) framework, Canada – with its continued emphasis on food 

security as an objective, heavy reliance on volunteers, lack of clarity regarding 

universality, inequitable and low levels of funding, and limited monitoring and SFP 

evaluations – is behind in its evolution.  While a number of participants also identified 

health as an objective and desired outcome, only two provinces identified agricultural 

(n=1; ON’s NFVP) and environmental (n=1; MB) aspects.  These results point to several 

characteristics of SFPs that require closer examination: program mandates, reach and 

universality, maintenance and sustainability, and monitoring and data.    

2.7.1 Program Mandates 

Currently, SFPs in Canada have adopted a mix of mandates. Most programs were 

established to reduce child food insecurity (see McIntyre & Dayle, 1992; Rutledge, 

2016), similar to the starting point of other countries (Oostindjer et al., 2017). However, 

SFPs’ effectiveness in reducing child hunger has been questioned (Raine et al., 2003). 

While food security was the most common primary objective of current 

provincial/territorial SFPs (n=6), health was second (n=4) and is the aim acknowledged 

by all government respondents (n=16). Given the overall low levels of funding, semi-

targeted program reach, and funding restrictions for activities such as food literacy, this 

research cannot assess the extent to which programs can fulfill a food security or health 

mandate. 

Moving forward, Canada has the opportunity to implement SFPs that are 

comprehensive and part of an overall multi-component approach to school food, as 

recommended by several researchers (Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020; 

Hernandez et al., 2018; Oostindjer et al., 2017).  This approach recognizes the potential 

of SFPs to improve public health; overall child well-being; and educational, economic, 

and environmental outcomes.  Comprehensive SFPs supporting food-related activities 

such as hands-on food literacy curricula, food preparation, and learning about local 

foods in a sustainable manner also complement the new Canadian Food Guide (2019).  

In addition, SFPs have the potential to contribute to a range of positive outcomes across 
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a variety of sectors, including the agri-food sector (Becot et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 

2017; Ruetz & Fraser, 2019; Ruetz et al., 2020), provided sufficient and sustained 

resources are allocated.  Most provinces and territories already have legislation and/or 

programs that promote local food (Reynolds et al., 2018) and SFPs could help reach 

provincial and territorial local food procurement targets by prioritizing the use and 

monitoring of local foods.  For example, NB’s Local Food and Beverages Strategy had a 

target of 30% local food in public schools (Government of New Brunswick, 2016) and 

promoted local food in its school nutrition policy.  Provinces and territories without such 

mandates and local food procurement targets could adopt them. 

2.7.2 Reach and Universality 

SFP mandates influence not only the nature of programs but also their reach.  Variable 

program types and funding levels across the country have resulted in inequitable 

access to SFPs in Canada (see Table 2.6.2).  These results raise the question of the 

goal for SFP reach in Canada, i.e., where are they offered and who is eligible?  A 

significant related concern is the potential for student stigma.  Universal programs, 

whereby all students have daily access, have been identified as one approach to help 

students meet their food and health needs and not single them out or discourage them 

from accessing programs.   

In Canada, many school food practitioners agree that universality is important.  

However, there is a range of associated understandings that need clarification.  The 

most common understanding is universal access: “‘universally accessible programs’ 

means that all children and youth are eligible to participate… [but it] does not mean that 

every child or youth enrolled in a school is served by the SNP [student nutrition 

program]” (Government of Ontario, 2018: p. 5).  The Ministry of Education in NT 

reported a challenge with this approach: “We have advised schools to offer a program 

that will not stigmatize needy students, so schools run programs universally and through 

anecdotal feedback we have been advised that for the most part, it is the students with 

greatest need that avail themselves of the food provided”.  Raine et al. (2003) found that 

when student participation is low, it discouraged intended recipients from accessing the 
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program due to the fear of stigmatization.  As a result, programs reached only a minority 

of the intended population.  Presently it is unclear what level of student participation in 

universally accessible programs avoids or reduces stigmatization, an important topic for 

future research.  

Internationally, an alternative approach is universal participation.  The Global Child 

Nutrition Foundation defines this as when “all students in the whole country are 

intended [emphasis added] to receive school feeding” (Global Child Nutrition 

Foundation, 2019, p. 11).  Robert Wood Johnston Foundation’s Healthy Eating 

Research program (2021) define universal participation as when “all enrolled children in 

a school [receive] a free breakfast or lunch, regardless of their family’s income.” In 

Sweden and Finland, universal participation is the norm: they provide free, freshly 

cooked lunches to all students in all types and years of primary school, irrespective of 

family income (Patterson & Elinder, 2015; Tikkanen, 2011). As well, New York City, 

Chicago, and now California is the first U.S. state to adopt free universal school meals 

(breakfast and lunch) starting in 2022-2023, made available without any paperwork or 

eligibility requirements (Free School Meals for All Act, 2021).   

In Canada, the dominant approach to universality could be described as nested 

universality:  schools in lower socio-economic areas are targeted to receive base 

funding and/or receive extra funding, and all students in those schools are eligible to 

participate.  This approach presents challenges.  First, from a food security perspective, 

providing funding only for schools in low-income neighbourhoods leaves vulnerable 

students in other, non-designated neighbourhoods ineligible (or ineligible in the future if 

their neighbourhood undergoes gentrification).  Second, from a public health 

perspective, nutrition intakes of Canadian students across every socio-economic 

stratum need improvement (Tugault-Lafleur et al., 2017).   

2.7.3 Maintenance and Sustainability   

Inequitable and overall low levels of government funding coupled with other factors, 

such as reliance on volunteer labour to purchase, prepare, and serve food and 
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sometimes deliver auxiliary program components pose significant challenges to 

sustaining SFPs.  Critical food studies scholars argue that SFPs’ reliance on contingent 

labor relations (i.e., volunteers and part-time staff), charitable funding sources, and the 

devolution of responsibility from the government to communities reproduces neoliberal 

discourses used to justify SFPs remaining as an NGO service as opposed to a public 

good and responsibility (Allen and Guthman, 2006; Gaddis, 2019; Koc & Bas, 2012).  

Thus, the charitable service delivery model still dominates.  

Most elementary and often secondary schools in Canada do not have school food 

infrastructure such as kitchens and gardens, and most teachers are not trained to lead 

cooking and gardening lessons (Haines & Ruetz, 2020).  Many groups, such as medical 

and health professionals (CODE-COMOH Partnership, 2021) and Canadian school food 

researchers (Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020; Hernandez et al., 2018), advise 

that trained teachers, paid food preparation staff, and adequate investments in school 

food infrastructure are imperative to the delivery of high quality, comprehensive SFPs.   

CHSF (2020) is asking for a one-time federal investment of $200 million for dedicated 

school food infrastructure, comparable to the United Kingdom’s commitment of the 

equivalent of more than $295 million (CAD) for school kitchens and dining facilities in 

2014 (BBC News, 2014). As a start, conducting school food infrastructure assessments 

(of kitchens, cafeterias, eating areas, and teaching spaces) and reporting on school 

food infrastructure spending could assist school boards with capital planning (Haines & 

Ruetz, 2020).   

Although SFPs are often cost-shared with communities and NGOs (i.e., funding not 

captured in this research), program maintenance requires a minimum threshold of on-

going government financial support for program operation, monitoring and evaluation.  

As a point of comparison, in 2014, Finland spent 532 €5 (euros) (CAD $918, including 

 

5 School meals are funded using money generated from taxes. Organising the meals is the responsibility 
of municipalities, which receive a subsidy of approximately 70% of the costs from the Finnish Government 
(Roos et al., 2002). 
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inflation6) per participating student per school year operating their free school meal 

service, including ingredients, labor costs, kitchen equipment maintenance, and other 

fixed expenses (Finnish National Board of Education, 2015) reaching 95% of JK-12 

students (Harper, Wood & Mitchell, 2008).  If 95% of Canadian JK-12 students7 

participated in a comparable SFP, an investment of approximately $4.3 billion 

($4,288,497,588) per annum – less than $5 per student per day - would be required.  

2018/19 contributions by Canadian provinces/territories provided 10% of this amount 

($0.48 per participating student per school day of the $4.83 (CAD) equivalent8) Finland 

provides to cover SFP operations.   

2.7.4 Monitoring and Data 

Overall, the results indicated that SFP monitoring practices vary.  Designing and 

conducting this research illustrated challenges, including obtaining province-wide data, 

comparable data based on clear and consistent indicators among programs, the 

presence of multiple sources of data about a single program, data discrepancies from 

different sources, and balancing the need for data validity and accounting for multiple 

funders of individual programs. 

Positive monitoring practices in some jurisdictions could inform the expansion of 

monitoring in others.  For example, as practiced in ON and NL, annual school site visits 

can help ensure safe food preparation practices and provide direct support and 

oversight of programs.  Nutrition verification and tracking of program foods, ideally in the 

form of a receipt review or audit, can assist with quality control and provide valuable 

feedback to individual programs.  Overall, more research that assesses outcomes 

 

6532 € equates to CAD $832 (1.564 exchange rate), and when inflation is accounted for based on 2021, 

this equates to $918 per student/year or $4.83 per student/school day (190 school days). 
795% of 4,917,438 JK-12 students (attending regular programming at publicly-funded schools) (Statistics 

Canada, 2019) equates to 4,671,566 students.  
8 $918 (CAD) divided by 190 school days (the average number of school days in Canada) equates to 

$4.83 per day. 
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associated with SFPs in Canada is needed (Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020, 

Powell & Wittman, 2018).  

With the promise of a national SFP, it is more important than ever to establish 

consistent definitions, equitable funding, nationally-harmonized metrics and monitoring 

practices, which includes monitoring SFP program outcomes.  SFP terminology and 

monitoring practices within and between jurisdictions were sometimes not well defined, 

agreed upon or utilized.  For example, it was not always clear how much funding was 

allocated to food versus other program costs, making it difficult to compare data.  

Adopting QC’s practice of setting a minimum food budget per student and reporting on 

this sub-total of funding ($216 per student/year, equating to $1.20 per breakfast) would 

yield more accurate and comparable data and could support more equitable access to 

healthy food in SFPs.   

Assessing program reach is another problematic area.  Current practices for tracking 

and reporting include: the total number of students that had “access” to an SFP which in 

some cases the total enrollment of a school with an SFP as opposed to the number of 

students that actually participated; the unique number of students who participated 

throughout the school year (as collected by this research); and average daily 

participation9 within a program.  In some jurisdictions, only the number of meals served 

is tracked in lieu of the number of students served, a method that may not be an 

accurate proxy if multiple types of meals are served at one school.  

In the future, obtaining more accurate data will require standardized program-level data 

collection.  The definitions and data reporting requirements outlined in ON’s 2018 

Student Nutrition Program Guidelines (Government of Ontario, 2018: pp. 19-23) may 

provide a useful starting point for developing nationally-harmonized definitions and 

 

9 Average daily participation is defined as the “number of meals served for month divided by the number 
of program operating days per month” (Government of Ontario, 2018: 21).  
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metrics related to SFPs and P/T school food program databases (i.e., ON’s Student 

Nutrition Program sites database (Open Data Catalogue (2017)).  Statistics Canada’s 

Elementary-Secondary Education Survey could also be expanded to collected SFP-

related data to create a Canadian School Food Program Database and Monitoring 

System.  The RE-AIM Framework, as used in this research, could inform the selection 

of SFP indicators and SFP administrators and researchers could use this system to 

better understand gaps in program access and evaluate program funding and 

expenditures.  

In general, improved monitoring can assist with the tracking of the dynamic nature of 

SFPs.  For example, this research collected data from 2018-19; however, a number of 

additional investments were made after this time period, which a monitoring system 

could capture.  For example, AB announced an increase of $3 million for a total of $18.5 

million in the 2019/20 school year (Government of Alberta, 2019b).  QC’s Ministry of 

Education increased their funding for Measure 15012 by $11 million to expand program 

reach to all schools regardless of its socioeconomic index for the 2020/21 school year, 

bringing the total investment to $30.3 million (Government of Quebec, 2020).  In 

November 2019, the Council of Yukon First Nations received $4.4 million to launch the 

rural SFP (Council of Yukon First Nations, 2019).  NB became the last province to adopt 

a provincial SFP, with an initial $200,000 for an SFP pilot in 2020/21 and proposed 

expansion to $1 million in 2021/22 (Government of New Brunswick, 2020).  

2.8 Conclusion 

This research provides clearer insights into the complex patchwork of SFPs that exists 

in Canada.  While not a complete picture, it updates SFP information from the provinces 

and territories: the largest funder of SFPs in Canada.  The results illustrate the varied 

nature of SFPs and their ongoing evolution – 2020 was the first year that all provinces 

and territories funded programs.  In doing so, it prompts further discussions about 

fundamental aspects of SFPs, such as:  
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• How can Canada evolve to adopt comprehensive program mandates that will 

provide the most significant benefit to students in Canada (Oostindjer et al., 

2017), strengthening the capacity of SFPs to offer multi-component programs; 

and how can SFPs contribute to achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable 

Development Goals (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2019) and implement the 2019 Canada’s Food Guide; 

• Drawing on Canadian and international examples, how can Canada clarify 

definitions and goals regarding student reach and universality and how can they 

be achieved;  

• How can current practices vis-à-vis program implementation, maintenance, and 

sustainability inform future planning about infrastructure, funding and other 

resources to support programs, addressing the current reliance on volunteers; 

• How can a nationally-harmonized monitoring and evaluation system that obtains 

essential data be established and coordinated to better facilitate tracking 

programs’ reach, implementation, maintenance and effectiveness (including 

funding, expenditures, and outcomes) while having the least burden on those 

working within the school food system.  

• Ultimately, how will the federal government as a new partner interface with the 

existing SFP landscape, specifically given jurisdictional implications with the P/Ts 

and Indigenous communities?  

The status quo, reflected by these results, indicates an overall insufficiency of resources 

to achieve the type of comprehensive and multi-component program recommended by 

Oostindjer et al. (2017) or achieve universal student access or participation.  Where will 

a new mandate aim: improved delivery of the current types of programs or ambitious 

development of multi-component programs recommended by the CHSF and other 

groups?   
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Given the variable nature of current SFPs, a related question is how much variation is 

acceptable within a national program?  One option is laissez-faire: to permit SFPs to 

augment or strengthen existing programs as they choose.  A second is a hybrid model 

that would establish minimum base requirements (such as harmonized food and 

nutrition standards based on the Canada Food Guide (2019), specifications regarding 

universality, and essential indicators for monitoring) while maintaining considerable local 

autonomy.  A third is a nationally-harmonized model with standardized food 

procurement, food and nutrition standards, funding, eligibility, program components, 

infrastructure provision, monitoring and evaluation.    

Jurisdictional planning will benefit from increased collaboration and coordination from a 

cross-section of ministries and agencies at the federal, provincial-territorial, and 

municipal levels, including but not limited to: Health, Social Services, Children and 

Youth, Education, Agriculture, Industry, Finance, and Indigenous Services, along with 

the many NGOs working in this field.  The CHSF, with its significant member base 

across the country, is well-positioned to assist with fostering greater collaboration and 

coordination.   

While the existing variability of SFPs in Canada poses a challenge, it also provides an 

opportunity to learn from best practices to move towards a more comprehensive 

approach to SFPs. The key strength of this article is that it compiles characteristics 

about SFPs to serve as a point of reference of pre-COVID practices and identifies key 

considerations for next steps.   

A weakness is that the inclusion criteria resulted in an under-estimation of SFPs in 

Canada. To that end, a closer examination of SFPs in Canada is warranted, including 

the focused examination of individual SFPs, implementation models, and outcomes.  

Canada would also benefit from research that explores various types of SFPs (e.g. pay-

what-you-can lunch programs, farm-to-school programs, Indigenous-led programs, 

programs funded solely by NGOs, and funding from other levels of government),  and 

additional research on universality and stigma, effective monitoring indicators and 
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program effectiveness, including research on economic and environmental benefits of 

local food procurement. Better understanding of these types of SFP models for food 

preparation, education, and other program elements will yield important insights to 

inform options for implementing SFPs that are comprehensive and responsive to the 

diverse needs of communities across Canada.  
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3 Chapter Three: Ontario’s School Food Landscape  

The remainder of this dissertation shifts from a pan-Canadian perspective to focus on 

the Ontario context.  Understanding why and how past and current approaches came to 

be, including the institutional arrangements and organizational configurations that have 

animated the SFP sector, provides a helpful context for the empirical analyses that 

follow.  In short, place and people matter.   

3.1 Introduction 

In Ontario, like most other Canadian provinces and territories, there is no 

comprehensively funded province-wide SFP.  The myriad of current school-based food 

programs are diverse in scale, form, and even purpose.  However, free SFPs 

(breakfast, snack, and to a lesser degree lunch) managed independently by volunteers 

in JK-12 schools are most common.  This independent, decentralized, and most often 

charity-led approach is the predominant model in Ontario.   

The purpose of this chapter is to offer a more fulsome historical and institutional context 

for school food (and F2S) in Ontario than would be possible within the two subsequent 

manuscripts.  In this transitional chapter I explore the origin of school food programming 

in Ontario, characterize how school food procurement has predominately operated in 

the province, and identify some of the current challenges and opportunities for local 

school food procurement.   

3.2 Methods 

The information is drawn from relevant literature, government and regional policy and 

planning documents, and first-hand knowledge from working for the Victorian Order of 

Nurses (VON) Windsor-Essex Site, one of the 14 regional lead agencies managing 

SFPs in Ontario.  Grey literature – including Ontario legislature transcripts, policy 

documents, and NGO documents – was the primary source used to trace the historical 

development of programming in the province and identify the salient features of the 

current decentralized and independent school food program model. 
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3.3 Origin of SFPs in Ontario 

SFPs – providing specifically lunch, milk, cocoa, and supplements such as cod liver oil – 

first emerged as ad-hoc food security initiatives in low-income neighborhoods in Toronto 

in the 1940s (Department of Pensions and National Health, 1943).  By August 1990, 

there were signs of a more formalized recognition of the need for, and social value of, 

publicly-funded child nutrition programs.  David Peterson, the Liberal premier 

announced that the provincial government, via the Ontario Ministry of Health, would 

commit $18.5 million/year – $1.50 per student daily – to cover the cost of food so an 

estimated 65,000 elementary school children could participate in a breakfast program 

administered by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community volunteers 

(Todd, 1990, p. A8).  However, as a consequence of a change in government following 

the provincial election in October 1990, and despite the fact that the provincial treasurer 

had already approved program funding, the program was not implemented. As MPP 

David Caplan stated sometime later: “this would have been one of the most significant 

health promotion and disease prevention programs available in this province…. as 

children from every socio-economic stratum go to school undernourished” (Legislative 

Assembly of Ontario, 1991).   

In the wake of this decision and the absence of government leadership, Breakfast for 

Learning was founded in 1992 as the first national charitable foundation to support 

SFPs and began distributing privately-raised funds directly to schools across Canada 

(Charity Intelligence Canada, 2019).  Unlike the former Liberal’s approach of a province-

wide and government-led program, the newly elected Conservative government 

launched a charitable-led “child nutrition partnership” with Breakfast for Learning for the 

1995/1996 school year (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 1994).  As a longtime 

supporter of a program “at no cost to the taxpayer” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 

1994), this partnership was funded by the provincial Conservative government on the 

basis that the administering organization (the Canadian Living Foundation) leveraged 

the majority of funding and in-kind food contributions from industry groups and other 
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private sector sources, with the program being administered primarily by volunteers 

(Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 1996).   

3.4 Ontario’s SFPs Landscape Today 

This initial provincial programming laid the groundwork for the charity-led and 

underfunded SFP service model that remains today.  While the provincial Liberal 

government began (partially) funding programs on an annual basis through the Ministry 

of Children and Youth Services in 2005, this funding was – and still is – contingent on 

individual school programs being “supported by fundraising and partnership 

development within the broader community” (Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 

2018, p. 4).   

The current landscape of SFPs across Ontario, akin to Canada, is fragmented and 

propelled by diverse interests, actors, and means.  The government of Ontario funds 

one province-wide SFP and two population-specific SFPs with funding from two 

different ministries and a total of three different departments within those ministries, with 

limited data sharing between these programs, as indicated in Chapter Two.   

The main province-wide SFP, known as the Ontario Student Nutrition Program (OSNP), 

continues to be partly funded by the Ministry of Children, Communities and Social 

Services (OMCCSS), formerly Ministry of Children and Youth Services.  Ministry funding 

supports “up to 15% of program costs; with ‘designated’ higher needs schools based on 

socio-economic and academic indicators receiving the maximum of 15% of program 

costs” (Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2018, p. 13).  Therefore, to host 

a program, schools must demonstrate the ability to raise a minimum of 85% of the funds 

through community and parental donations or private sponsors (de Wit, 2012).  In both 

of Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategies, additional funding was allocated to the 

OSNP, with the majority of new funds targeted to children and youth in “higher needs 

communities” (Government of Ontario, 2008, 2014b).  While OSNP Guidelines (2018) 

dictate that programs should be ‘universally accessible’ and provide healthy food, due to 

limited funding it is unclear to what extent SFPs are able to implement these practices.       
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Since 2005, administration of OSNP has been decentralized among 14 ‘lead agencies’ 

that have service contracts with the OMCCSS Regional Office in their respective 

geographical region (Figure 2.9.1).  These lead agencies are non-profit organizations 

(NPOs) that are responsible for allocating provincial and regional funding to schools in 

10their region and are also members of and represented by Student Nutrition Ontario , an 

NPO that coordinates and distributes funding and in-kind food donations from national 

and provincial charitable partners.  In turn, these lead agencies work with over 39 

‘community partnerships’ – multi-stakeholder committees or organizations – that engage 

school boards, public health units, communities, parents, and local funders to support 

SFPs (Student Nutrition Ontario, 2020).  Each community partnership has a paid 

‘community development coordinator’ that supports volunteer coordinators at each 

school.  In 2018/19, over 56,000 volunteers helped run 4,156 SFPs in 3,433 elementary 

and secondary schools to make free breakfasts, snacks, and lunches available to 

812,500 students (see figure 3.1).  As indicated in Chapter 2, these figures equate to 

71% of public schools in the province offering one or more school food programs 

reaching 40% of the JK-12 student population.   

 

  

 

10 Formerly the Ontario Student Nutrition Program Network (OSNPN). 
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A second SFP funded by the same ministry of the OSNP developed an exclusively 

government-funded First Nations-led SFP in 2015.  The First Nations Student Nutrition 

Figure 3.4.1: The Ontario Student Nutrition Program's 14 Administrative Regions and SFP sites 
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Program (FN SNP) emerged from investments in SFPs generally across Ontario, with 

funding coming from the province’s 2013 Healthy Kids Strategy (Government of Ontario, 

2013) and the 2014 Poverty Reduction Strategy (Government of Ontario, 2014b), with 

the aim of establishing new programs in higher-needs communities, including First 

Nations communities specifically.  In the 2018/19 school year, the FN SNP was 

estimated to have served 4,556 First Nations children primarily breakfast and, to a 

lesser extent, lunch at 87 on-reserve, band-operated schools, community sites, and 

federally-funded schools in remote regions of Ontario (Chapter 2).    

A third program, which is the second-largest program in terms of geographic coverage 

and programmatic reach is the Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program (NFVP).  The 

NFVP is a 20 week long program (Janurary to June) excusively funded by the Ministry 

of Health as health-promotion program to support remote areas of the province, 

including First Nations communities.  Since 2006, the Ministry of Health has been 

funding the NFVP as “an initiative that promotes awareness and increases consumption 

of fruits and vegetables” among school-age children in Northern Ontario (Government of 

Ontario, 2006).  The NFVP was developed in partnership with the Ministry of Health, the 

Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, the Porcupine Health Unit, and 

the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association who centrally coordinate the 

purchase and delivery of food. This is a significant collaboration that has expanded the 

model of school food programming by bridging health and agricultural sectors.   

Starting in 32 schools in Northeastern Ontario (the Porcupine Health Unit’s jurisdictional 

region) in 2006, the NFVP expanded to 449 schools across Northern Ontario operating 

in partnership with the seven northern Ontario regional health units in 2019 (see Figure 

2.9.2).  In this program, funding is allocated to provide snacks for the entire school 

population.  While this program relies on volunteers to prepare the snacks, the Ministry 

of Health offers a more expansive operating budget that can be used to cover the cost 

of food processing (procuring pre-chopped produce), food transportation, as well as 
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research regarding the health impacts on the program (Bouck et al., 2011; He et al., 

2007, 2009; Woodruff, 2019).  

  

Figure 3.4.2: Ontario’s Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program 
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In addition to these provincially-funded programs aimed at achieving food security and 

health objectives, there is also a small but growing group of SFPs with an explicit local 

food mandate.  As noted earlier, from 2016 onward, Ontario has been one of the 

provinces engaged in Farm to Cafeteria Canada’s ‘Farm-to-School: Canada Digs In!’ 

program.  Between September 2016 and June 2020, this program supported 15,381 

students in 32 schools in Ontario by providing access to salad bar lunches (Farm to 

Cafeteria Canada, 2020a), in addition to any pre-existing SFPs, like breakfast or snack 

programs, that may have previously been running in the school.  The program was 

designed based on start-up funding for the first year, and therefore, students are 

typically charged for meals, sometimes on a sliding scale, to sustain the program.   

As depicted above, there is significant variability regarding the ‘players’ and the purpose 

of SFPs in Ontario.  The predominant approach to SFPs – namely the Ontario-wide 

OSNP which serves the majority of students in the provinces – could be defined as a 

decentralized, under-funded, and volunteer-driven model, reliant on non-governmental 

partnerships for funding and implementation of school food programming in the 

province.  Not surprisingly, this approach has led to a highly differentiated and locally 

contingent set of practices and challenges.  

There are several challenges associated with this model within the OSNP.  Schools are 

heavily under-funded, receiving between 12 – 15 cents per meal or snack served in an 

SFP (Ontario Student Nutrition Program-Southwest Region, 2020a).  Schools are 

responsible for raising the remaining 85% of the funds not provided by OMCCSS to run 

their SFPs (de Wit, 2012).  Extensive fundraising, menu planning, food purchasing (at 

full retail cost), and food preparation (often within schools that lack suitable equipment 

and infrastructure), fund management and reporting to multiple funders at various times 

throughout the year, are some of the many challenges reported by volunteer 

coordinators (de Wit, 2012).  As such, inadequate levels of funding have several 

potential risks, including shifting from ‘universal’ to stigmatizing, ‘on-request’ 

programming.  Despite the dedication of volunteers, most school food programs tend to 

be informal; limited to cheaper, basic food offerings; and have only the capacity to reach 
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a segment of the school population.  Challenges associated with OSNP’s decentralized, 

volunteer-coordinated model are summarized in Table 2.9.1 below (adapted from 

Victorian Order of Nurses, 2015).  

Table 3.4.1: Challenges with OSNP’s Decentralized, Volunteer-coordinated Model 

Element  Challenges 

Administration 

Reliant on volunteers, teachers, and school staff to coordinate programs, 
including menus, shopping, fundraising, reporting, etc.  Reduced 
accountability for finances, adherence to nutrition guidelines, data 
reporting, safe food handling, etc. 

Volunteer  
Management  

Schools responsible to recruit, train, and retain volunteers with the support 
of their Community Development Coordinator (CDC); however, this support 
is limited as the ratio of CDCs per program is on average 1/50 SNPs. Lack 
of standardized policies and procedures and capacity to enforce policies 
and procedures in volunteer-run programs.  High volunteer turnover due to 
increased program demand threatens program sustainability. 

Volunteer  
Purchasing  

Food purchased at retail stores can be expensive.  Volunteers often pay 
out of pocket and are later reimbursed for food purchases.  Food price 
fluctuations pose a challenge to purchasing food that fits into tight budgets 
that also meets nutrition guidelines.  Food purchases can be challenging to 
monitor within school/board accounting procedures. 

Volunteer Food 
Transportation 

Heavy dependence on volunteers to shop for and safely transport food to 
schools.  Unregulated form of food transportation makes it difficult to 
monitor food safety adherence. 

Volunteer Food 
Preparation and 
Service  

Reliant on volunteers for food preparation, and many schools lack 
adequate food preparation facilities.  Lack of control over the nutritional 
quality of the food served and food safety adherence. 

Sustainability and  
Fundraising 

Ministry funds only cover 15% of the total program costs. Schools are 
required to raise funds to ensure program sustainability.  Currently, funding 
is coming from up to a dozen different sources making reporting 
challenging and may pose an accountability risk. Many schools are 
fatigued from fundraising and challenged to find and maintain volunteers.  
Inadequate funding of programs can result in programs not operating at full 
capacity, smaller quantities of food being distributed, a shift of ‘universal’ to 
stigmatizing, ‘on-request’ programming, and programs being at risk of 
closing. 

Evaluation  
Difficult to implement a robust research study given the lack of a 
standardized approach to program operation.  Unable to properly evaluate 
student outcomes and adjust program delivery models accordingly.   

Student Outcomes 

Despite growing evidence that school food programs can enhance 
provincial priorities around student success, health, and wellness, there 
are limited opportunities to integrate OSNP programs with other education 
and public health initiatives.  Funding is not being used to its full potential 
to maximize student outcomes. 
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Recognizing many challenges associated with the decentralized OSNP model, the VON 

– one of 14 lead agencies administering OSNP in Southwestern Ontario – began 

piloting a range of centrally-coordinated SFP in 2004 (Ontario Student Nutrition 

Program-Southwest Region, 2020b).  Given the VON’s successes, the government of 

Ontario has been funding a food and logistics coordinator at each NPO since 2013 to 

“support more efficient food purchasing, distribution and storage as well as sourcing 

local food” (Government of Ontario, 2014a).  As a result, a number of initiatives with the 

goal of stretching limited program dollars and reducing volunteer labour through out-

sourcing food purchasing and delivery have been piloted by the 14 Food and Logistics 

Coordinators.  Each food and logistics coordinator has pursued different strategies to 

support their region including partnerships with public-sector group purchasing 

organizations, local food hubs, and securing in-kind food donations and food delivery 

from food manufacturers (Lapalme, 2016).   

The VON’s Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP) is now one of the largest and 

most comprehensive of the food and logistics coordinators’ initiatives in the province, 

with year-over-year growth since its creation.  Since 2017, this centrally managed 

program has been coordinating the purchase and delivery of the five servings of fruits 

and vegetables per week for eight weeks from March until May for participating schools.  

The VFDP, along with the NFVP – two centrally-coordained school food programs with 

farm-to-school principles – were selected as the case studies for a focused examination 

of the economic contributions of this alternative school food procurement model 

examined in the next chapter.   

3.5 Conclusion 

While the health and wellness case for improved child nutrition is evidence-based and 

well made elsewhere (Cohen et al., 2021), the FVDP and NFVP, which aim to bring the 

‘farm-to-school’ are not well understood in Ontario in relation to their more extended 

impacts and potential benefits, especially ‘upstream’ of the school door.  This includes 

the ways and degree to which such programs can create value both within local farm 

and food systems and the wider agri-food sector in Ontario.  As such, there is a need to 
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sort out the ‘place’ and scale of these aggregated local procurement efforts on behalf of 

a large number of schools in the province and examine, at least preliminarily, the 

current and potential impact of further developments in the F2S food landscape. 

The next chapter examines the growing trend of intermediaries – both NPO and food 

distributors – participating in school food procurement in Ontario.  The Ontario’s SFP 

landscape generally, and the F2S related components, in particular are examined to 

reveal the opportunities and supports required to ‘scale-up’ local school food 

procurement.  Specifically, it focuses on the institutional context within which SFPs and 

F2S ‘operate’ and sheds light on the commodity and economic scale of activity as a 

baseline for appreciating both the current contributions of F2S to the Ontario agricultural 

sector and prospects to enhance that contribution with greater sourcing of Ontario 

product and identifies necessary programmatic supports.  
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4 Chapter Four: Situating ‘Local’ in School Food: a cross-
sectional analysis of intermediated and decentralized 
farm-to-school vegetable and fruit procurement in Ontario, 
Canada 

 

4.1 Publication Details 

Ruetz, A.T. “Situating ‘Local’ in School Food: a cross-sectional analysis of farm-to-

school vegetable and fruit procurement in Ontario, Canada. In preparation for 

submission to the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems and Community 

Development.   

4.2 Manuscript Two 

4.3 Abstract  

In North America, ‘farm-to-school’ (F2S) initiatives that link farmers directly with schools 

have been cited to have the potential to provide a substantial boost to the agri-food 

sector, especially local and regional rural economies.  Limited human resources, food 

processing and distribution infrastructure, however, have made these direct purchasing 

arrangements challenging.  In Ontario, Canada, a similar decentralized school food 

procurement model predominates, where volunteers are responsible for purchasing, 

transporting, and preparing school meals for schools individually.  One alternative is 

intermediated F2S food procurement: a regional value chain approach to local food 

procurement that enrolls additional actors between farm and school.  To date, the 

majority of farm-to-school economic evaluations have focused on the direct farm-to-

school model where local farmers deliver food directly to schools.  This paper examines 

school food procurement initiatives intermediated by non-profit organizations (NPOs) 

and regional food distributors in Ontario, Canada.  Primary purchasing data from two 

NPO-intermediated F2S programs (n=611 schools) – one in Southwestern Ontario and 

one in Northern Ontario – and three non-intermediated or ‘decentralized’ schools were 

used to examine the types, quantities, and provenance of fruit and vegetables 
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purchased and identify possibilities for and the supports required to expand local 

procurement of fresh fruits and vegetables by Ontario schools.  The intermediated F2S 

model serving 611 schools (n=122,612 students) procured an average of 37% of 

Ontario-grown food (an average of $6.88 per student) compared to the average of 19% 

(an average of $0.79 per student) by the three decentralized schools, showcasing the 

value of NPO-intermediated F2S models. 

Key words: school meals; school food programs; farm-to-school; local food; supply 

chains; decentralized procurement; intermediated procurement; economies of scale; 

non-governmental organizations 

 

4.4 Introduction 

Ontario, like most other Canadian provinces and territories, has no uniform and 

comprehensively funded school food program (SFP).  Although free SFPs (breakfast, 

snack, and occasionally lunch) operated independently by volunteers in Junior 

Kindergarten- Grade 12 schools are most common, such programs are diverse in scale, 

form, and purpose and result in a complex and fragmented school food landscape in the 

province.  The government of Ontario currently funds one province-wide SFP and two 

population-specific SFPs with funding from two ministries and three departments within 

those ministries.  The main province-wide SFP, known as the Ontario Student Nutrition 

Program (OSNP); and a second SFP, the First Nations Student Nutrition Program (FN 

SNP), are funded by the Ministry of Children, Communities and Social Services 

(OMCCSS).  The third SFP, the Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program (NFVP), is 

funded by the Ministry of Health.  Within these programs, local food procurement is not 

an official mandate; however, government funders recognize the potential role SFPs 

could play in purchasing locally.  As defined by Ontario’s Local Food Act, local food for 

the context of this research was defined as “food produced or harvested in Ontario, 

including forest or freshwater food” (Local Food Act, S.O. 2013, c. 7 - Bill 36, 2013). 
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In the province-wide OSNP, the government funder encourages programs to “choose 

foods that are in season and produced locally” to “help reduce carbon emissions 

produced during transportation” and because “in-season produce is usually cheaper, 

providing an added benefit to [programs]” (Government of Ontario, 2020, 22).  In the 

First Nations Student Nutrition Program, the government encourages programs to “give 

parents, Elders and other community members the opportunity to give input into the 

program and help choose foods (including traditional and local foods) that can be 

included the program” (Government of Ontario, 2016, 8).  The Ministry of Agriculture, 

Food, and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) supported the initial development of the Northern 

program, however the Ministry of Health has always been the sole government funder 

and has not explicitly noted the local food purchasing as a goal of the program.  

The vast majority of the aforementioned SFPs in Ontario are dependent on thousands 

11of volunteers to operate ; a practice that has been longstanding and characteristic of 

many SFPs across Canada as informal, volunteer-led school food procurement 

(Chapter 2).  As detailed in Chapter 3, this approach presents a number of challenges 

to the efficient and ongoing operation of SFPs (see Table 2.9.1), including exposing 

programs to fluctuating and costly retail food prices that limits access to local or a wider 

range of fresh foods due to limited program budgets.   

In response to these challenges, the Government of Ontario funds non-profit 

organizations (NPOs) to “support more efficient food purchasing, distribution and 

storage as well as sourcing local food” (Government of Ontario, 2014a).  Since 2006, 

the Ministry of Health has funded the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers’ Association 

to coordinate a vegetable and fruit program in Northern Ontario.  In 2013, unrelated to 

the Northern Program, the Ministry of Children and Youth Services began funding food 

procurement staff positions in communities across the province to assist with year-

 

11 The First Nations Student Nutrition Program, the smallest of the three SFPs in the province, allows 
program funds to be used towards “staff (part-time/full-time) and/or honorariums for staff” (Government of 
Ontario, 2016: 3). The extent to which government funding is used for this purpose (if funding not used 
towards food is left over) is unclear.  
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round SFPs that had informally been in operation since the 1990s.  These efforts led by 

NPOs are operationalized in partnerships with regional food distributors who help 

aggregate school food purchases coordinated by the NPO.  This NPO intermediated 

approach – one that also makes a concerted effort to purchase local food – has resulted 

in a significant portion of Ontario-grown fruit and vegetables being consumed by 

students, a result that carries health and local agricultural economic benefits (Bagdonis 

et al., 2009).  While intermediaries have been found to play an important role in the 

execution of this ‘farm-to-school’ (F2S) approach to school food procurement (Izumi et 

al., 2009), limited research has been conducted on the economic contributions of 

intermediated F2S program implementation models in the United States (Conner et al., 

2012; Watson et al., 2018), and is yet to be examined in Canada. 

Insight into the ways and degree to which scaled-up local food sourcing through 

intermediated F2S programming can create value both within local farm and food 

systems and the wider agri-food sector could help build the case for further public 

investment in school food programming while also potentially addressing some of the 

inherent challenges in decentralized SFP and F2S models.  As such, as both a 

contribution to scholarship and to inform potential policy developments provincially, 

nationally, and internationally, there is value in clarifying the ‘place’ and scale of local 

procurement to showcase the potential economic return on investing in SFPs that 

strengthen the link between the farm sector and the school system writ large and yield 

significant new market opportunities for the agri-food sector.   

In 2018/19, OMCCSS contributed $27,900,000 to the OSNP, which partially funds 71% 

of schools to offer an SFP (Chapter 2).  This funding, however, was (and remains) 

capped at 15% of the total cost per program (Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth 

Services, 2018, p. 13) leaving the large majority of fund-raising effort (85%) to  

philanthropic groups and to communities at large.  Based on this ratio and simple 

extrapolation, the OSNP-related school food market, combining both public funding and 

the funds generated otherwise, has a potential annual value of approximately $186 

million (CAD).  When combined with documented expenditures for the two additional 
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fully funded SFPs the FN SNP and the NFVP, the total spent on these large-scale 

programs grows to approximately $195.7 million in the 2018/19 school year.   In other 

words, purchasing food for SFPs represents a large potential market for locally or 

regionally produced food – a market with the potential to create new revenue for 

producers; better meet the quality requirements of school food purchasers; and create 

new partnerships, both economic and social, between farms, communities, and schools.  

To that end, there is both an opportunity and a need to clarify and calibrate the agri-food 

potentialities, economic and otherwise, and explore the mechanisms and programmatic 

features to support those goals.  In light of the announcement in the Canadian 

government’s 2019 budget to “work with the provinces and territories towards the 

creation of a National School Food Program” these findings may help inform the 

enhancement and expansion of SFPs in Ontario and across Canada.   

This chapter unpacks the institutional complexity, the commodity characteristics, and 

the economic scope (current and potential) of school food provisioning in Ontario.  The 

goal is to characterize the challenges and opportunities in Ontario’s school food 

landscape and examine the emerging potential for scaled-up local food procurement 

through a quantitative analysis of school food purchases.  The objectives of this paper 

are to:  

1. Describe and characterize trends in fruit and vegetable sourcing by SFPs during 

the 2019 Winter and Spring semesters;  

2. Solve for the products (and value of products) that could have presumably been 

sourced locally based on Foodland Ontario’s Seasonal Food Availability Guide. 

3. Identify the supports required to expand local procurement of fresh fruits and 

vegetables by Ontario schools. 

The paper starts with a literature-based review of current challenges with the 

direct/decentralized SFP procurement and the prospect of intermediated F2S model in 

Ontario.  Grey literature such as government guidelines and policy documents and 

interviews are first used to characterize the structure and key operational features of the 
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two different models operating in the province.  This examination is to offer insight into 

not only the material performance of this NPO-intermediated approach, but also the 

expanded economic potiental and requirements to support further developments in F2S 

given the prevailing circumstances under which SFPs operate in Ontario. 

4.4.1 Literature Review 

Public procurement of locally-grown food is increasingly recommended by academics 

and advocates as a key market opportunity for local producers (Beery & Vallianatos, 

2014; Reynolds & Hunter, 2019; Vallianatos et al., 2004).  One subset of these public 

procurement initiatives are F2S programs.  F2S first emerged in the United States in the 

1990s with the joint goals of increasing children’s consumption of fresh and locally-

grown produce and supporting local struggling small and mid-scale growers (Bagdonis 

et al., 2009; Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012; Schafft et al., 2010).  Since that time, the F2S 

movement has seen significant growth.  The 2019 U.S. F2S Census found that nearly 

two-thirds (65%) of school food authorities participated in one or more F2S activities in 

the 2018-2019 school year, and 57% have participated for less than three years (United 

States Department of Agriculture (USDA), 2021b).  An estimated 10% of the school 

food authorities engaged in F2S activities did not provide useable local food expenditure 

data and 54% reported local food expenditures were estimated rather than based on 

financial records or receipts (USDA, 2021a).  This mix of actual and approximated local 

food expenditure data in the USDA’s F2S program signals that a focused analysis of 

local food expenditures based on primary data sources could yield a clearer view of the 

economic potential for F2S activity in Canada.  

There is widespread and increasing interest in F2S in Canada.  In 2016, Farm to 

Cafeteria Canada (F2CC), an organization created to support farm-to-institution food 

initiatives, began administering one-time, start-up grants to schools in Ontario and 

British Columbia to establish F2S salad bar lunch programs, school gardens, nutrition 

education, and sustainability training (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2015b, 2018b).  

Between September 2016 and June 2020, F2CC’s ‘Farm-to-School: Canada Digs In!’ 

program expanded to serve 56,000 students in 103 schools in five provinces (Ontario, 
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Quebec, Newfoundland, New Brunswick, and British Columbia) (Farm to Cafeteria 

Canada, 2020b).    

F2S is most commonly understood to be farm-direct models of food procurement that 

link school cafeterias with farmers directly; however, this model does not always align 

with the capacity and needs of farms and schools.  This traditional, and at times 

romanticized, version of F2S is associated with a series of well documented challenges 

for small-scale farms, including: obtaining necessary good agricultural practice (GAP) 

and good handling practice (GHP) certifications, insufficient volume/supply to meet 

demand including seasonal limitations, limited capacity to coordinate and maintain 

purchasing relationships, uncertain and/or low profitability and viability of low-volume 

sales, and challenges coordinating delivery logistics (Berkenkamp, 2006; Gregoire & 

Strohbehn, 2002; Izumi, Alaimo, et al., 2010; Matts et al., 2016; Rosenberg & Leib, 

2011).  Schools also face their own challenges such as limited capacity to coordinate 

and maintain purchasing relationships, limited kitchen facilities to process whole foods, 

tight budgets, and a desire for smaller quantities delivered on a more frequent basis 

(Fitzsimmons & O’Hara, 2019; Powell & Wittman, 2018).  Conceptually, the direct F2S 

model is popular, but implementation may be challenging.  

Given these challenges, schools and farmers are increasingly contracting the support of 

broad-line distributors and regional food distributors.  Plakias et al.’s (2020) analysis of 

American Farm to School Census data collected by the USDA’s Food and Nutrition 

Service found that more than 70% of school food authorities obtained local food 

indirectly through intermediaries (i.e., regional food distributors and broadline 

distributors that offer ‘one-stop-shopping’ to an assortment of supplies and ingredients).  

The convenience of purchasing local food through intermediaries may explain why 

direct F2S initiatives are increasingly less prevalent.  For example, direct F2S programs 

have been reported as being less prevalent in Oklahoma compared to the ‘statewide’ 

program (comprised of produce from two larger-scale fruit and vegetable growers) 

operationalized by regional and broad-line distributors (Thornburg 2013), and in 

Mississippi, no ‘farm direct’ programs have been accounted for.  Similarly, Mississippi’s 
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Department of Education and Department of Agriculture and Commerce operates a 

statewide F2S program along with the USDA Department of Defense Fresh Fruit and 

Vegetable Program.  The limited representation of direct F2S model in the United States 

has been posited to be the result of “structural incompatibilities” between the National 

School Lunch Program and direct F2S programs, particularly for small-scale producers 

(Thornburg, 2013); therefore, intermediated F2S procurement has emerged as the 

predominant model.   

 

While regional value chain approaches to F2S are increasingly cited as having the 

potential to expand the scope and scale of local food procurement by F2S programs 

(Izumi et al., 2010), most F2S evaluations have focused on the direct model where 

farmers deliver directly to schools (Becot et al. 2017; Christensen et al. 2017; 

Christensen et al. 2019; Hughes & Boys 2015; Gunter & Thilmany, 2012).  Limited 

research has been conducted on the role intermediaries play in aggregating purchases 

on behalf of a school or a collective of schools (Conner et al., 2012; Izumi et al., 2010; 

Plakias et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2018) and the associated economic benefits of their 

participation.    

Contrary to common F2S rhetoric, there is evidence that greater increases in local food 

expenditures are occurring through intermediated supply chains rather than direct F2S 

purchasing arrangements.  In their analysis of the American National Farm to School 

Census data collected by the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service, Plakias et al. (2020) 

found sourcing school food through intermediaries increased the average district’s 

spending on local food by 26%.  Specifically, their results found that sourcing through 

less direct channels (one to two intermediaries between farm and school) was 

associated with an additional $2.40–$2.58 in local food spending per student annually 

(an increase of 22–24% for the average district), and sourcing through indirect channels 

(three or more intermediaries) was associated with an additional $2.84–$3.37 in local 

food expenditure per student annually (26–31% for the average district) (Plakias et al., 

2020).   It is important to note that this study, like most F2S economic contribution 

analyses, was based on compiling individual school purchases within a geographic 
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catchment, such as a state, sub-state, or school district (Thornburg, 2013; Watson et 

al., 2018).  Limited research has been conducted on F2S programs where purchases 

are centrally-coordinated on behalf of a collective of schools, i.e., mid-tier coordination 

and aggregation of food, including local food, by a third-party stakeholder between 

school and farmers.   

Conner et al.’s (2011) analysis of a Minnesota school district’s centralized meal 

preparation facility is one of the few known studies of the economic impact of local food 

purchasing contributions of an intermediated F2S model.  This research examined fruit 

and vegetable purchases made through a regional distributor on behalf of all 56 schools 

in the district over a 4-month period.  The researchers found that 40% of all produce (14 

items with a total value of $130,000 USD) came from 6 growers within a 100-mile 

radius.  The study by Conner et al. (2011) was a unique F2S economic contribution 

analysis as it examined intermediated local food purchases centrally-coordinated on 

behalf of a collective of schools, making it distinct in the F2S literature in regards to 

scope, scale, and method.  The majority of previous studies aggregated individual 

schools’ purchasing records (reflecting decentralized procurement) and limited research 

has been conducted on regional, intermediated F2S procurement where purchases are 

centrally brokered and aggregated (Conner et al., 2011).  This background overall 

suggests that while F2S programs have the potential to offer mutually beneficial 

arrangements for economic development and student health, much remains unknown in 

terms of their operationalization in specific communities.  This gap, therefore, justifies 

the purpose of this paper which is to examine the benefits and drawbacks of the 

traditionally decentralized, volunteer-led SFP model and the NPO-intermediated F2S 

program model including a quantitative analysis of school food purchases, enabling 

consideration of possible trade-offs and contextual factors.    

4.5 Material & Methods 

Informed by previous research and first-hand work experience administering the OSNP, 

this research used a mixed-methods approach to characterize the operational features 

and quantify the economic contribution of local fruit and vegetable purchases via 
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intermediated F2S programs.  Mixed-methods and case study research offer unique 

methodological advantages for researchers wanting to examine complex issues (Plano 

Clark et al., 2018).  As such, a mixed-methods case study design was chosen to 

generate in-depth understanding from unique cases for comparative analysis (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2017).   

Two large-scale intermediated programs operating in geographically distinct areas of 

the province were selected for this study.  The Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program 

and the Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program feature both similarities and significant 

distinctions.  In both cases they (1) provided vegetables and fruits, a portion that were 

Ontario-grown, and (2) offered the same number of servings over the course of the 

program.  However, the programs are distinct from one another in: (1) location (more 

urbanized Southwestern Ontario versus more remote Northern Ontario); (2) funding 

structures (partially versus fully-government funded); and (3) participation rates (partial 

student population participation versus the entire school population).   

This case study research is distinct from the majority of F2S economic contribution 

evaluations regarding both scale and method.  In regards to scale, this research is 

among a small number of studies that have looked at procurement data and food 

commodity choices.  It focuses on a large data set of 611 schools within two large 

geographical regions: a 9-county region in Southwestern Ontario and an 8-district 

region in Northern Ontario.  In regards to method, the study utilized primary purchasing 

records made on behalf of a collective of schools, reflective of a centralized approach to 

purchasing, whereas the majority of previous studies utilized an aggregated dataset of 

individual school purchasing records, reflective of a decentralized approach.   This 

research was approved by the University of Guelph’s Research Ethics Board (REB#18-

07-836).  The lead author contacted potential organizations by email and invited them to 

participate.    

The Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP), which is part of the OSNP, was 

selected because it stands as one of the largest regionally intermediated procurement 

initiatives in the Province.  Since 2017, the VON Windsor-Essex Site has operated the 
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VFDP, which coordinates the purchase and delivery of five servings of fruits and 

vegetables per week for eight weeks from March until May for participating schools.  

Since its creation, the VFDP has experienced year-over-year growth, and in 2019, 162 

schools across Essex, Kent, Elgin, Middlesex, Oxford, Grey, Bruce, Huron, and Perth 

counties participated in this program - roughly one-third (35.6%) of all SFPs in the 

12VON’s region  (see Figure 4.5.1).   

 

 

 

12 In 2018/19, there were 455 SFPs (35.6%) in the VON’s region.  
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Figure 4.5.1: Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP) 
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The second case example is the NFVP, which provides two servings of fresh fruit or 

vegetables per week for 20 weeks to students in Northern Ontario.  The NFVP runs 

from January to June because that is the most difficult time for schools in the region to 

obtain fresh fruits and vegetables, including Ontario-grown products, at an affordable 

cost.  The NFVP, funded since 2006 is an “initiative that promotes awareness and 

increases consumption of fruits and vegetables” in remote regions, including First 

Nations communities (Government of Ontario, 2006).  The Ontario Fruit and Vegetable 

Growers Association (OFVGA) coordinates the purchase and delivery of food centrally 

and coordinates its distribution among several supply chain partners (road and air) as a 

significant number of schools are located in remote, fly-in-only communities.  Starting 

with 32 schools in Northeastern Ontario, by 2019 the NFVP served 82,612 students in 

449 schools across Northern Ontario; a region that also spans the geographical 

catchment of seven health units, who also assist with the program (see Figure 4.5.2).   
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Figure 4.5.2: Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program (NFVP) 
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While the NFVP program delivered two servings of fruits and vegetables per week for 

20 weeks and the VFDP delivered five servings of fruits and vegetables for eight weeks, 

they each served a total of 40 servings of fruits and vegetables, a similarity that 

provides a useful basis for combinatorial purposes and comparative analysis.   

In addition to these two centralized programs, three individual school-level SFPs in 

Central Ontario (located in the communities of Oakville, Orangeville, and Harriston) – 

were recruited as, not so much ‘case comparators’ but rather as examples of the 

OSNP’s predominately decentralized procurement model.  For purposes of analysis, 

data derived from these school-level programs were collected and used as a provisional 

reference point (1) to avoid overestimating the purchasing power of the intermediated 

programs by examining the relative amount of local produce already accessible to 

schools through community grocers, and (2) as a means to contrast the practice and 

performance of the long-prevailing SFP procurement model in the province.  While no 

suggestion is made that the selected schools are ‘statistically representative’ of Ontario 

elementary schools, they exhibit those features in scale, governance, and SFP activities 

common and highly familiar within the province.   

The three SFPs represented a mix of urban and rural elementary schools and were all 

located in Central Ontario.  The first school was located in Oakville, an urban 

community part of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), the second was located in 

Orangeville, a midsize community in the shadow of the GTA with closer proximity to 

active farming, and the third was in the town of Harriston, a rural community and 

agricultural service centre situated in a more farming-oriented location in Central 

Ontario.  As noted, these schools serve as exemplars of the long-prevailing approach to 

school food provisioning in Ontario, both historically and currently.  Albeit limited in 

scope due to challenges with school recruitment, their inclusion afforded at least a 

partial and admittedly speculative glimpse of the relative local food procurement 

capacity of this ‘standard’ approach.   

Quantitative data for the analysis were distilled from primary purchasing invoices from 

the two regional case study intermediated programs (collectively representing 611 
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schools) and the decentralized direct procurement exemplars (3 schools).  These were 

supplemented by interviews with the NPO Program Managers and the individual school 

food program volunteer coordinators (n=5), a web-based search of content and policy 

and planning documents concerning the organizations and information provided by the 

organizations themselves about their food procurement practices.   

Invoices from the two intermediated programs, which spanned 11 food distribution 

partners, were collected while the program was running, between January and June 

2019.  Aided by the lead researcher’s former employment status in the Ontario school 

food sector, access was provided to primary data from centralized record holders, thus 

affording a high-degree accuracy of insight into the quantity, range and origin of food 

products procured.  Primary purchasing data included the name of the product 

purchased, the quantity of the product purchased (unit), the price per unit, the total 

dollar amount of the product delivered, and the cost of delivery.  Based on these data, it 

was possible to (1) tally the total expenditures by program into Microsoft Office Excel 

2016; (2) verify the origin of the product with the NPO program managers as this 

information was not always listed on the invoices; and (3) analyze the data regarding 

the total funds spent on fruit and vegetables overall, local horticultural products, and 

food distribution.  

The manager of each regional school food program (n=2) was interviewed in the fall of 

2018 and again in the summer of 2019.  Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes 

and consisted of questions about the Ontario school food landscape and details of the 

programs, such as, how, and why the programs started, how they operated, and 

challenges and opportunities for expansion.     

For the three direct procurement programs, the SFP coordinators (n=3) at the individual 

schools were interviewed in fall 2018 and again in the spring of 2019, and food tracking 

procedures, i.e., grocery store receipts, were collected to capture data for eight weeks 

from March until May during 2019 (the same time period as the FVDP).  Similarly, these 

purchasing records were organized and analyzed using Microsoft Office Excel 2016.  

There was no intention or ability to ‘statistically’ contrast the individual school data sets.  
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Instead, these three schools are a reference point and serve as a contrast to assist in 

the interpretation of findings from the intermediated and aggregated programs.   All 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for reoccurring themes.   

4.6 Results 

First, drawing on literature including grey literature such as government guidelines and 

policy documents and interviews, the structure and key operational features of the 

intermediated and decentralized models are explored.  Next, fruit and vegetable 

purchases during the 2019 Winter and Spring semesters were analyzed to reveal the 

dollar value of total purchases, the proportion of total purchases featuring Ontario grown 

products, and finally an estimation of the proportion of total food purchases that 

notionally could have been sourced from within the province.  This final step draws on 

the Government of Ontario’s ‘Foodland Ontario Seasonal Food Availability Guide’ and 

allows for at least a provisional estimation of future products purchasing opportunities 

that could augment local food procurement. 

4.6.1 Program Structure & Operations 

This section will delineate the programmatic context of school food programing in 

Ontario.  It will start with an overview of the operational structure of the Ontario Student 

Nutrition Program – the province-wide SFP that primarily funds decentralized, volunteer-

run SFPs – and the Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP) that emerged out of 

the OSNP and then turn to contrast this with the Northern Fruit and Vegetable 

Program’s distinctive operational context and features.  

Administration and oversight of the OSNP – the first of the two intermediated programs 

– is decentralized among 14 NPO ‘lead agencies’ that have service contracts with the 

OMCCSS Regional Office in their respective geographical region (Figure 3.6.1).  These 

NPOs have been responsible for administering and allocating provincial funding, in 

addition to any funds that may have been raised regionally, to local schools since 2005.  

They are also connected with and represented by Student Nutrition Ontario (SNO), an 

NPO that coordinates and distributes funding and in-kind food donations from national 
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and provincial charitable partners.  In turn, these lead agencies work with over 39 

‘community partnerships’ - multi-stakeholder committees or organizations - that engage 

school boards, public health units, communities, parents, and local funders to support 

SFPs (Student Nutrition Ontario, 2020).  Each community partnership has a paid 

‘community development coordinator’ that supports volunteer coordinators at each 

school.   

While there is a network of regional agencies and community partnerships to support 

schools, SFPs predominately operate independently with volunteers, responsible for 

fundraising, shopping, food transportation, preparation, and service.  Program 

coordinators are school-level SFP leads primarily made up of community volunteers 

such as parents or grandparents or school staff and teachers taking on a range of 

responsibilities including grant writing; public speaking; networking to obtain food 

donations; menu planning; purchasing food that fits in their budget that also meets 

nutritional guidelines; organizing volunteers to prepare food; transporting food; 

managing funding from and reporting to multiple charitable and government sources at 

different times throughout the year, and sometimes, delivering nutrition education 

activities, when external grants were obtained for this purpose.   
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Figure 4.6.1: Operational Structure of the Ontario Student Nutrition Program (OSNP) 

 

Recognizing many challenges associated with the decentralized OSNP model, the VON 

– one of the 14 lead agencies administering OSNP in Southwestern Ontario – began 

piloting a range of centrally-coordinated SFPs in 2004 (Ontario Student Nutrition 

Program-Southwest Region, 2020b).  Given the VON’s successes, the government of 

Ontario began funding a food and logistics coordinator for each lead agency in 2013 to 

“support more efficient food purchasing, distribution and storage as well as sourcing 

local food” (Government of Ontario, 2014a).  As a result, a number of initiatives with the 

goal of stretching limited program dollars and reducing volunteer labour through out-

sourcing food purchasing and delivery have been piloted by the 14 food and logistics 

coordinators.  Each food and logistics coordinator has pursued different strategies to 

support their region including partnerships with public-sector group purchasing 

organizations, local food hubs, and securing in-kind food donations and food delivery 

from food manufacturers (Lapalme, 2016).   
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The VON’s Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP) is now one of the largest and 

most comprehensive of the food and logistics coordinators’ initiatives in the province, 

with year-over-year growth since its creation, and as such, was chosen as the first 

intermediated F2S case study for this research.  In the VFDP, purchases were 

coordinated by the Food and Logistics Coordinator at the VON in Windsor, who 

subcontracted the purchasing and delivery of food to two regional distributors (see 

Figure 3.6.2).  The first distributor, based in the Southwestern Ontario Town of 

Chatham, delivered fruits and vegetables to 88 schools across Essex, Kent, and Elgin 

counties; and the second partner, based out of the Town of Woodstock, delivered fruits 

and vegetables to 74 schools across Middlesex, Oxford, Grey, Bruce, Huron, and Perth 

counties. 
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Figure 4.6.2: VFDP's Intermediated Supply Chain 



    

 

 

 

 

111 

 

 

The Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program (NFVP) was the second case study chosen 

for this research.  In the NFVP, a program manager at the OFVGA coordinated ten 

regional distributors based in central and northern Ontario to deliver products along six 

distribution routes (see Figure 4).  All distributors sourced a combination of locally-grown 

and imported food products due to cost and seasonality constraints and aimed to satisfy 

student preferences (i.e., pineapple and banana).   

Figure 4.6.3: NFVP's Intermediated Supply Chain 
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As is showcased in the two supply chain flowcharts above, the NPO-intermediated F2S 

model in Ontario can be described as utilizing a less direct channel (one to two 

intermediaries between farms and schools) as defined by Plakias et al. (2020).  Both 

programs utilized school surveys to collect information regarding food preferences to 

inform menu planning and quotes or requests for information from prospective growers 

to approve and pass on to the subcontracted regional distribution partners.   

Operationally, the regional programs are similar in that they are both overseen by an 

NPO program manager who is responsible for aggregating purchases on behalf of their 

respective schools.  Both the NPO managers utilized pre-set menus to predict the 

volumes required so a more competitive price could be negotiated.  The NFVP manager 

made the following remark about some of the strengths associated with their NPO-

coordinated model: 

“One advantage is that we're able to keep the costs down because we're a not-

for-profit.  Our main interest is just to cover our administrative costs to deliver the 

program.  We are also able to have full control over the procurement and 

distribution decisions, as long as they fit within the budget.”   

In this intermediated F2S model, the horticultural products were procured through the 

sub-contracting of regional food wholesale or distribution businesses by the respective 

NPO program managers.   

While the two intermediated F2S case studies are examples of the same type of model, 

the program structures and operations including funding limitations make these 

programs distinct from one another.  For schools participating in the year-round OSNP – 

including the 8-week VFDP coordinated by the VON – government funding is limited to 

“up to 15% of the program costs” (Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 

2018, 13) and these funds are restricted to food and limited supplies and are not to be 

used for food transportation or food literacy activities.  These SFPs, and the VFDP in 

particular, are made possible through additional non-governmental funding to cover the 

remaining cost of food and distribution.  The NFVP, however, receives 100% of the 
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funding to cover the cost of food for the entire school population and food transportation 

and food literacy activities from the Ministry of Health.  While both the VFDP and NFVP 

rely on volunteers to prepare food, the significant structural and budgetary differences 

make these programs distinct.  

While these case studies are exemplars of the same type of model operationally, limited 

funding and geographical differences influence how they are executed.  These factors 

will be explored in greater detail in the following section.  

4.6.2 Local Purchases 

A key aspect of the research was to ascertain the proportion of school food purchases 

that were Ontario-grown as an indicator of the current capture of school food ‘market’ in 

the Province and as a starting point for estimating the potential for replacement of non-

Ontario products with more local and regionally sourced foods.  Data from purchasing 

records from January to June 2019 were used to determine the types of products 

purchased, the total dollar amount of the product delivered, and the delivery cost.  

In the VFDP, as part of the program’s “Tasty Ontario Tuesday” initiative that promised at 

least one fruit or vegetable per week (20%) will be locally-sourced, $143,319 (CAD) of 

the total $362,263 budget (40%) was spent on Ontario-grown products (Table I).  The 

Chatham-based distributor sourced $70,855 or 40.2% of locally-grown horticultural 

products, while the Woodstock-based distributor sourced $72,464 or 38.9% of product 

from Ontario growers (data not shown).  In addition to the funds spent on food, a rate 

ranging from $5.00 to $12.50 was charged by the distribution partners per school 

delivery.  Over the eight weeks of the program, the total revenue shared between the 

two southwestern regional food distribution businesses was $13,040 (see Table I). 

In the fully-funded NFVP, $699,844 of the total $1,939,679 budget was spent on 

Ontario-grown products, equating to 36.1% Ontario products (Table 4.6.1).  Distributors 

were able to procure widely differing amounts of local food products, ranging from 

42.4% to 0% across the ten distributors (data not shown).  The three distributors that, in 
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part, accessed the Toronto Food Terminal – a central collection and distribution point for 

both imported and domestic products – to supply schools in Northeastern Ontario (i.e., 

the James Bay coast, Sudbury, Thunder Bay, and the surrounding regions) were able to 

procure a higher portion of Ontario-grown products: an average of 41.5% Ontario grown 

product ($695,364 of $1,674,927) (data not shown in Table 4.6.1).   Among the 

remaining six distributors that served more remote areas of Northwestern Ontario, 

including fly-in communities in the far north, only 1.7% of the products procured were 

Ontario-grown.  While the amount of Ontario grown-product was low for these six 

distributors, 19.7% of the total foods procured were reported to be sourced from 

Manitoba, Ontario’s provincial neighbor to the west.  Correspondence with the NPO 

manager revealed that Northwestern Ontario’s supply chains are more developed with 

Manitoba as the distribution hubs are closer to Winnipeg (MB) than Toronto (ON).   

As noted earlier, data were also collected across a small sample of three individual 

schools in South Central Ontario.  Among the three decentralized SFPs, the portion of 

Ontario grown horticultural commodities procured from local grocers ranged from 15% 

to 21% (see Table I), with an average of 19% of Ontario products.  The $622 of local 

products collectively purchased by the three schools (n=840 students) equates to $0.79 

per student over eight weeks in the decentralized model.   

In contrast, the $843,163 of Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables procured on behalf of 

the 611 schools (n=122,612 students) in the intermediated model equates to an 

average of $6.88 per student ($3.58 per student in the VFDP and $8.47 in the NFVP 

respectively) or an average of 37% local food (40% of purchases in the VFDP and 36% 

of purchases in the NFVP).  
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Table 4.6.1: Program Expenditures by Program Model 

Intermediated F2S Programs   

Name of 
School/ 
Program 

Program 
Duration 

Number 
of 
Schools  

Number of 
Students Served 

Total Fruit and 
Vegetable 
Purchases 

Total Ontario 
Purchases  

% of Ontario 
Purchases  

$ of Ontario 
product per 
student served 

Number of 
Distributors 

Revenue for 
Ontario 
Intermediaries  

Southwestern 
Program 

8 weeks 
(March 
to May) 

162 40,000 students $362,263  $143,319 40% $3.58  2 $13,040 

Northern 
Program 

20 
weeks 
(January 
to June) 

449 82,612 students $1,939,679  $699,844 36% $8.47 9 $736,575 

Totals  
 

611 122,612 
students 

$2,301,942 $843,163 37% $6.88 11 $749,615 

 

Decentralized School Food Programs 

Name of 
School/ 
Program 

Program 
Duration 

Number 
of 
Schools  

Number of 
Students Served 

Total Fruit and 
Vegetable 
Purchases 

Total Ontario 
Purchases  

% of Ontario 
Purchases  

$ of Ontario 
product per 
student served 

Number of 
Distributors 

Revenue for 
Ontario 
Intermediaries  

Wellington 
county school The 

school 
year, 8-
week 
sample 
reflective 
of SW 
program 

1 480 students  $1,391 $286 21% $0.60 N/A - one 
volunteer 
purchaser  

$0 

Dufferin 
county school 

1 240 students $1,250 $244 20% $1.02 N/A - one 
volunteer 
purchaser  

$0 

Halton region 
school 

1 120 students $855 $132 15% $1.10 N/A - one 
volunteer 
purchaser  

$0 

Totals  
 

3 840 students $3,496 $662 19% $0.79 0 
distributors 

$0 
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4.6.3 Top Locally-grown Products Sourced 

The top seven Ontario-grown products purchased in the two regional programs in 

intermediated model included (in descending order) mini cucumbers, peppers, apples, 

cherry/grape tomatoes, mini carrots, pears, and asparagus (see Table 3.6.2).  The 

range of products in the intermediated programs was similar, with an emphasis on low-

prep products.   

Interviews with the NPO managers revealed these single-serve items were among the 

most popular among program coordinators as most schools in Ontario – particularly 

elementary schools – have limited or no dedicated kitchen space and eating areas.  

One product that was a unique feature of the NFVP was apple chips.  This lightly 

processed product equated to a total of $43,736 of value, or 5.2% of the total local 

purchases across the two regional programs.  Overall, the absence of a dedicated SFP 

kitchen and limited seating capacity in cafeterias results in most schools serving food at 

students’ desks, making this range of ‘grab and go’ and foods that require little 

preparation popular.  

Table 4.6.2: Top Seven Local Food Products Purchased by Regional Case Studies, combined 

Local Product Total Local Spend ($) % of Local Purchases  

mini cucumbers  $236,778 28% 

peppers (mini sweet, red, orange) $184,400 22% 

apples  
(apple chips) 

$167,090  
($43,736) 

20%  
(5.2%) 

cherry/grape tomatoes $117,222 14% 

mini carrots  $101,853 12% 

Pears $33,710 4% 

Asparagus $2,110 0.3% 

Total  $843,163 100% 
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4.6.4 Potential for Expansion 

Primary purchasing records were also analyzed for purchases that had the potential to 

be locally sourced (Table 3.6.3).  Using Foodland Ontario’s Seasonal Food Availability 

Guide, the purchasing data was analyzed for products that could have been sourced 

from Ontario at the time of purchase.  From the purchasing data, a ‘residual value’ of 

Ontario-grown horticultural products that could have been captured by these two 

programs was determined.  This analysis revealed five items that could have been 

sourced within Ontario if carried by the distributors and the necessary food processing 

was available, specifically in-province apple processing.  These items included 

greenhouse-grown strawberries, mini carrots, pears, apples, and apple sauce in 

descending order.   

Table 4.6.3: Potential Local Product Purchases 

Product  Sub-total of 
Local Spend 

Potential 
Additional 
Ontario Sales 

Possibility and/or conditions for increase 

mini cucumbers  $236,778 $0 N/A; product available year-round 

peppers $184,400 $0 N/A; product available year-round 

apples  
(apple chips) 

$167,090 $125,351 Ontario apples available year-round except for July 

cherry/grape 
tomatoes 

$117,222 $0 N/A; product available year-round 

mini carrots  $101,853 $73,800 
Ontario carrots available year-round except for 
June 

Pears $33,710 $160,943 
If programs ran in the fall, Ontario-grown pears 
available September - December 

Asparagus $2,110 $0 Available during the Spring 

apple sauce $0 $65,569 
Currently sourced from Quebec; requires an apple 
sauce processing facility in Ontario 

strawberries $0 $8,788 
Ontario greenhouses have been growing winter 
strawberries since 2017 

Total $843,163 $434,451 
Additional Ontario-grown product could have been 
sourced  

Within these two regional programs, based on the available data, an additional 

$434,451 of fruits and vegetables could have been sourced from Ontario growers.  
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Adding this sum to the recorded expenditures on local food during the data collection 

period produces a value of $1,277,614 (CAD) of Ontario-grown product or 56% of local 

fruits and vegetables that could have supplied these SFPs.    

Intermediated F2S food procurement also has the potential to create and grow a 

number of opportunities for the Ontario food processing sector.  Apples are a notable 

and significant feature of the Ontario fruit-producing landscape.  However, the NPO 

managers noted that 100% of the apple sauce had to be sourced from Quebec as 

Ontario does not have a facility to manufacture single-serve cups.  Increasing food 

processing within Ontario would help supply more minimally processed foods - such as 

apple sauce - to schools in the province.  As the NFVP manager further noted, “this is 

also helping to maintain or create jobs in the processing of imported products.”  He 

continued, for example, “cut melons or pineapple or citrus that we might have in the 

program, that is being processed by Ontario-based companies and creating Ontario 

jobs and supporting Ontario companies as a result, even if it is not using all Ontario 

grown products.”  Overall, there are considerable economic benefits to engaging with 

new partners in the traditional SFP landscape, creating new economic opportunities for 

farm enterprises involved in producing or processing fruit and vegetables in Ontario.   

4.7 Discussion 

The results enable a closer examination of the relative economic contribution and 

features of school food procurement models and exploration of the range of advantages 

and opportunities associated with the NPO intermediated F2S procurement model.  The 

data also identify ongoing challenges to the Ontario school food landscape and the 

additional resources needed to support the sustainability and expansion of NPO 

intermediated F2S models in the province.   

4.7.1 Performance of Intermediated F2S Models 

There are some observations to note regarding the relative performance of the two 

centralized case studies, namely the form (i.e., whole versus pre-cut) of the products 
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procured and the provenance of the products as influenced by the geography of the 

supply chains.  In the VFDP, $3.58 of local food was procured per student over the eight 

weeks of the program (a total of 40 servings of fruits and vegetables).  In contrast, in the 

NFVP, $8.47 of local food was procured per student over the 20 weeks of the program 

(a total of 40 servings of fruits and vegetables).  With the VFDP distribution partners 

located in and servicing schools in southwestern Ontario, the lower distribution and food 

cost account for the lower price per student.  The geographic limitations of the NFVP – 

schools located further away from the Toronto Food Terminal where few of the program 

distributor partners had access – likely impacted the higher price per student in the 

northern program.   

The form of products (i.e., whole versus pre-cut) procured also influenced the price.  

Both program managers noted school preferences for low-prep products due to limited 

volunteer labour or preparation facilities.  However, the significant variance in program 

budgets – one fully government-funded while the other 15% government-funded – 

influenced the form of the products.  Approximately 50% of the NFVP were pre-cut 

product, which contributed to an increased cost of food distribution and processing 

($736,575) compared with the VFDP ($13,040), which only included product delivery.  

Due to this lower budget, the VFDP focused their efforts, where affordable, on naturally 

single-serve products such as mini cucumbers, apples, and cherry tomatoes.   

The VON manager shared that the NPO only receives 12 to 14 cents per serving from 

government funding.  With the help of the VON’s ‘adopt-a-school’ program (involving 

$1000 donations from a local donors), the funding increases to “roughly 25 cents a 

serving, inclusive of delivery”.  Based on the data collected, the average cost was 

$0.2313 per serving (see Table 3.7.1).  In comparison, the NFVP – inclusive of food and 

distribution costs – equates to an average of $0.8114 per serving.  The NFVP – 

 

13 ($362,263 food + $13,040) distribution / $9.38 / 40 servings = $0.23/serving 
14 ($1,939,679 in food + $736,575 distribution) / $32.40 / student including transportation costs / 40 

servings = $0.81/serving 
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delivering food to remote locations of the province and subcontracting with local 

distributors of which there may be less competition – is close to four times the cost per 

serving of the program in southwestern Ontario.  When comparing the average cost per 

serving of food products alone, this decreases to roughly three times the price per 

serving.  The fact that the VON does not procure pre-cut product, is in closer proximity 

to the Ontario food terminal, and negotiates with two as opposed to nine distributors (i.e. 

a larger economy of scale) of which their distribution partners do not charge a mark-up 

on the food are some factors that may account for the lower price. 

Table 4.7.1: Intermediated F2S Programs: Costs per Serving 

Name of 
School/ 
Program 

Number of 
Students 
Served 

Total Fruit and 
Vegetable 
Purchases 

Average cost 
per serving 
(food only) 

Revenue for 
Ontario 
Intermediaries  

Average cost per 
serving (food + 
delivery) 

VFDP 
(Southwestern 
Program) 

40,000 students $362,263  $0.23 $13,040 $0.23 

NFVP (Northern 
Program) 

82,612 students $1,939,679  $0.59 $736,575 $0.81 

As both NPO managers noted, when purchased in aggregate, seasonal local produce 

can be just as affordable or cheaper than imported produce.  Both program managers 

utilized pre-set menus so they could predict the volumes to negotiate more competitive 

prices than individual schools.  Thus, the challenge of a high market price can be 

decreased through the larger economies of scale that aggregated and intermediate F2S 

programs achieve.  As the VFDP manager noted, the cost savings associated with 

purchasing the lower-cost Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables permitted purchases of 

more expensive, imported fruits like mango, starfruit, and pineapple, thereby exposing 

students to a wider range of products.  

4.7.2 Opportunities and advantages of NPO Intermediated F2S Procurement 

The first and perhaps largest advantage of the NPO intermediated F2S procurement 

was the evident capacity of the centralized SFPs to procure significant amounts of local 

foods: 37% ($843,163 of $2,301,942) of all the fruit and vegetables procured were 
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Ontario-grown.  As a point of reference, among the decentralized SFPs, the average 

portion of local products was 19%, though as noted previously, given the number of 

decentralized schools participating,  there is no suggestion that this figure is somehow 

fully representative, however, there is good prospect that it is, at least, reflective.  By 

way of comparison, the Conference Board of Canada (2013) found that 24% of the 

value of food produced in Ontario is consumed within Ontario.  The intermediated model 

exceeded that level by over 50%, while the level of the decentralized schools was 20% 

under the Ontario average.  As noted by Lapalme (2016), individual SFP volunteers do 

not have the same buying power (i.e., economies of scale), time, nor expertise to 

effectively manage relationships with farmers, industry partners and obtain the cost 

savings associated with centralized or intermediated school food procurement.   

The differential between decentralized and intermediated school food procurement 

suggests that the intermediated F2S model was able to purchase higher portions and 

volumes of locally-grown fruits and vegetables, a finding congruent with Plakias et al. 

(2020).  Plakias et al.’s (2020) analysis of 2011-2014 American F2S Census Data found 

that “increasing [schools’] foodshed radius by 50 miles and sourcing from intermediaries 

increases the average district’s local spending by 8% and 26%, respectively.” In this 

study, and with the caveat concerning the final sample size of the decentralized school 

in place, there were indeed substantially greater increases in local food procurement 

may be more likely achieved through intermediated supply chains.   

In addition to the revenue streams for local producers, Table 4.7.2 below summarizes a 

range of advantages related to intermediated school food procurement (adapted from 

the Victorian Order of Nurses - Windsor-Essex (2015) that the lead author assisted in 

creating).  
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Table 4.7.2: Opportunities and Advantages of Intermediated F2S Procurement 

Element Opportunities and Advantages of Intermediated F2S Procurement 

Administration Reduces administrative challenges and risks related to reporting and finances. 

Volunteer Management  
Reduces time commitment for school staff and volunteers to shop, track and 
report on food purchases.  

Purchasing 

Stretches food funding by purchasing in bulk from vendors at discount prices 
based on volume. The cost savings from bulk purchasing can be directed 
towards purchasing more expensive, unique, and high-quality items that 
otherwise may not be available to schools, including a greater portion of local 
food. 

Food Transportation 
Increases food safety and quality by streamlining purchasing and delivery from 
certified vendors. 

Preparing and Serving 
Food to Students 

Opportunity to source pre-chopped (sliced bell peppers) or low preparation 
products (cherry tomatoes, mini cucumbers) reduces school-level preparation 
time.  Menus are pre-set in advance so schools and parents can be aware of 
what is being served and plan accordingly. 

Sustainability and 
Fundraising  

Costs savings from bulk purchasing may free up funding for additional schools 
to receive government funding to open new programs and allow more 
students within existing programs to participate (programs can operate more 
days per week and more weeks per year). 

Evaluation  
Access to aggregated datasets from NPO coordinators creates opportunities 
for further research and evaluation of student nutrition programs to build 
evidence to justify additional government investments.  

Student Outcomes 
Creates opportunities for partnerships with other provincial programming to 
strengthen outcomes for students (food literacy, food skills, curriculum links, 
leadership, and mental health).  

For schools, intermediated food procurement reduces time spent on shopping, tracking, 

and reporting, allowing volunteers to spend more time with students on food literacy 

activities such as preparing food with the children.  More broadly, intermediated 

procurement helps achieve economies of scale and increases standardization of 

program delivery, and therefore increased possibilities for program accountability, 

efficiency, costs savings, and procurement of local food.   

4.7.3 A Scaled-up Market Opportunity for Local School Food in Ontario 

The finding that 37% of school food procured through the intermediated F2S model is 

Ontario-grown offers potential prospects for all student nutrition programs in Ontario to 

move to this model.  Already, 611 schools in Ontario participate in this model, 
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representing 16.8%15 of all schools that operated SFPs in 2018/19.  The NFVP 

expanded significantly in 2019, and in 2019/20 the VFDP ran for an addition 4 weeks for 

a total of 12 weeks and signaled their long-term objective is to run for the whole school 

year – showcasing the potential for accelerated growth and impact.  Widespread 

adoption of this intermediated approach across the whole Ontario Student Nutrition 

Program offers significant opportunities for Ontario food producers and processors.       

Two projections of possible local food-based revenue streams based on current levels 

of purchasing within the province demonstrate the potential.  If all students in schools 

participating in SFPs in Ontario (832,871 students in 2018/19)16 were served via the 

intermediated F2S model akin to the 611 schools, where a) $3.58 (VFDP) to $8.47 

(NFVP) of local food was spent per student over eight weeks, and b) food service was 

expanded over the full school year (40 weeks = $17.90 – $42.35), the potential result is 

a range of approximately $15 – $35 million ($14,908,391 – $35,272,087) of Ontario-

grown produce per school year.  Speculative as these figures may be, if the additional 

51% ($434,451) of local product that could have been procured during 2019 was 

purchased (Table 4.6.3) and combined with the value of product that was purchased 

($843,163), the total local food spend would been $1,277,614, or 56% of the total spent 

($2,301,942) on Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables.  If, in the future, schools in Ontario 

were able to procure 56% of local fruits and vegetables, based on the value of local 

product spend per student per year in the respective programs ($27.92 VFDP to $66.07 

NFVP17), the upward range of total potential contribution to Ontario agriculture is 

$23,253,758 (an increase of $8,345,367) to $55,027,787 (an increase of $19,755,700) 

 

15 The figure of 16.8% was calculated based on 3,433 schools participating in the OSNP, 87 schools 

participating in the FN SNP, and 119 unique, non-OSNP schools participating in the NFVP: a total of 
3,639 schools with SFPs in Ontario (Chapter 2).  

16 In 2018/19, 812,500 students participated in the OSNP and 20,371 unique students not served by 

OSNP participated in the NFVP equates to 832,871 students (Chapter 2). 

17 These figures ($27.92 VFDP to $66.07 NFVP) represent a 56% increase from $17.90 – $42.35 
previously noted. 
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per school year.  It is important to note that this potential for expansion is significant as 

currently only 41% of students in Ontario participated in SFPs in 2018/19 (Chapter 2). 

4.7.4 Maintaining the Momentum 

In order to achieve this increased procurement of Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables, 

additional support would be needed.  As Izumi (2010, p. 347) cautions: “until school 

food service programs are adequately funded, procurement decisions will be made 

under conditions of high marketness, and the non-economic values that undergird farm 

to school programs will be subordinated to the market.”  While the NFVP and VFDP 

helped address the challenge of food delivery and decreased the cost of food 

(marketness) while procuring significant amounts of locally-grown foods, further 

government investments in food purchasing budgets (especially for partially funded 

programs), staffing, and school food infrastructure are required.   

Akin to the challenge with the decentralized SFP model in Ontario, the intermediated 

programs rely on school-level volunteers to prepare and serve food in schools, which 

poses a challenge to long-term sustainability, programmatic enhancements and 

generally reinforces the neoliberal status quo.  SFPs struggle to find and maintain 

volunteers due to high program demands.  As one interviewee reported, volunteering 

with an SFP requires a diverse set of skills, including grant writing; public speaking; 

networking to obtain food donations; menu planning; purchasing food that fits in the 

budget that also meets nutritional guidelines; organizing other volunteers to share the 

preparation of food; transporting food; managing funds, accounting and reporting (i.e., 

managing funding from and reporting to multiple charitable sources at different times 

throughout the year, monthly reporting to the provincial government); and delivering 

nutrition educational activities if external grants are obtained to support these additional 

activities.  Due to the challenge of finding and maintaining volunteers, SFPs may not 

operate at full capacity – threatening the universal access mandate of programs – or 

may be at risk of closing.  Despite the dedication of volunteers, most SFPs within the 

OSNP in the province tend to be informal, limited to cheaper, basic food offerings, and 
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often only with the capacity to reach a segment of the school population due to its 

current structure and low levels of government funding. 

Several groups and academics are calling for funding to pay SFP coordinators to 

support programs (CODE-COMOH, 2020; Everitt et al., 2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020; 

Hernandez et al., 2018).  Most recently, the joint report of the Council of Ontario 

Directors of Education and Council of Ontario Medical Officers of Health (CODE-

COMOH) partnership urged that “additional funding for food, paid school leads and 

community coordination is essential to ensure long-term and sustainable operations” 

(CODE-COMOH, 2020).  Presently, SFP funding from the Ministry of Communities, 

Children and Social Services cannot be used to pay school food staff.  

In a few instances, some schools have found creative ways to pay their SFP program 

coordinators.  One SFP coordinator interviewed is a rare example of a paid school food 

staff in the province, made possible through a combination of funding from the school 

board and school-led fundraisers; however, this is an atypical exception and not the 

norm.  In addition to some support from an unpaid educational assistant at the school, 

the program coordinator reported that she spends approximately 25 hours a week 

preparing snacks four days a week for the whole school (360 students), lunch for 25 

students who self-identify and lunchtime supervision.  She expressed the desire to have 

extra time to run more food literacy workshops in classrooms, like the ones made 

possible through external grants obtained in the past.  If funding allowed, she noted that 

30 hours per week would be ideal as “this is a full-time job.” When summarizing the long 

list of duties of all SFP coordinators, she remarked: “we need to have someone who is 

giving 100% to these programs.”  She reported that “I don’t get paid what I should be 

getting paid, but I’m passionate about the work, so I do it.”  Akin to what Gaddis (2019) 

observed in the rates of underpay of cafeteria workers in the U.S. National School 

Lunch Program, the dependence on volunteer labour (largely by women) across 

Ontario’s – and much of the Canadian – school food landscape could be seen as a 

neoliberal relegation of care work from the state to the charitable sector.  Full-time, paid 
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food preparation staff supported plus additional government funding for food is required 

to support the sustainable delivery of school food programming in Ontario. 

Local food procurement targets for SFPs would be a positive step supporting the 

increase of F2S activity and local economic outcomes in the province.  In 2016, New 

Brunswick’s Department of Agriculture, Aquaculture and Fisheries, in partnership with 

the Department of Education, was tasked to “evaluate and develop a model for local 

food procurement in all public schools, aiming for a medium-to-long-term target of 30% 

local food" (Government of New Brunswick, 2016, p. 11).  Quebec’s Ministry of 

Agriculture has pursued a similar strategy.  In the province’s Food Purchasing Strategy 

(2020), all public institutions – including schools – are required to set local food targets 

by 2025.   

Investments in local food infrastructure will also be necessary to sustain and expand 

these farm-to-school efforts in Ontario.  Investment in both community-level 

infrastructure (e.g., food aggregation, processing, and transportation) and school-level 

infrastructure (e.g., kitchen equipment to increase capacity for food preparation) are 

required to make local food procurement feasible (Christensen et al., 2018). In the 

Province of Quebec, the Ministry of Agriculture has provided a special fund of $900,000 

for capacity-building projects among primary and secondary schools to support the 

purchase of provincially-grown grown and produced foods (Government of Quebec, 

2020).  Ontario’s Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs could consider a similar 

strategy to support local food infrastructure investments.  Federally, the Government of 

Canada could also play a role investing in school food infrastructure.  Akin to the federal 

government’s Local Food Infrastructure Fund announced in the 2019 budget 

(Government of Canada, 2019) and the £172.5 million the United Kingdom committed 

for school kitchens and dining facilities (BBC News, 2014), the Coalition for Healthy 

School Food is calling for a one-time dedicated School Food Fund of $200 million for 

school infrastructure and pilot projects (Coalition for Healthy School Food, 2020a).  

Overall, collaboration across Ontario’s Ministry of Agriculture; Ministry of Communities, 

Children and Social Services (OMCCSS); and Ministry of Health would help bring 
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school food under a common umbrella to create more favourable conditions to support 

the augmentation of these programs.  By providing a more specific accounting of the 

nature and range of local commodity procurement and assessing the performance 

potential of intermediated, this research helps build the case for additional 

provincial/territorial investments in SFPs and federal contributions to a National School 

Food Program – a program that was proposed in the 2019 federal budget (Government 

of Canada, 2019).   

The design of a national school food program with an emphasis on local food sourcing, 

or in other words, a program guided by farm-to-school (F2S) principles, has the 

potential to support child development and local agriculture simultaneously (Bagdonis et 

al., 2009).  This approach could support economic activity for farm and food sectors in 

Canada, as it does in many countries such as the United States, Italy, and Brazil (Becot 

et al., 2017; Sellitto et al., 2018; Silverio & de Sousa, 2014).  Particularly in Brazil, 

school food is part of a national and comprehensive food strategy that integrates 

education, agriculture, health, and food security while supporting family farming and 

economic outcomes that stem from school food programming. 

4.8 Conclusion 

In response to challenges associated with the direct or decentralized SFP model in 

Ontario, NPOs, and food distribution intermediaries have become a significant feature in 

the Province’s school food landscape.  Given that Ontario’s school food market has a 

potential annual value of approximately $200 million ($195.7 million in the 2018/19 

school year), there is a large potential market for locally or regionally produced food in 

the province.   

The results from two intermediated F2S programs confirmed there is the significant 

market for Ontario-grown horticultural commodities procurement within JK-12 schools.  

Consistent with the findings from Plakias et al. (2020), the NPO-intermediated F2S 

model helped schools obtain more Ontario-grown food.  In Ontario, intermediated F2S 
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programs procured 37% of Ontario-grown food.  Across the two case studies, the 

intermediated F2S model serving 611 schools (n=122,612 students) procured an 

average of $6.88 of local fruits and vegetables per student.  Among the two 

intermediated F2S programs, the VFDP purchased 40% ($3.58 per student) of locally 

grown fruits and vegetables and NFVP purchased 36% ($8.47 per student).  As the 

VFDP and the NFVP are operating in 16.8%18 of schools offering SFPs in Ontario in 

2018/19, the intermediated F2S model presents a scalable opportunity for accelerated 

growth and impact for the Province.   

The results indicate the valuable role both NPO and regional food intermediaries play in 

increasing schools' local food purchasing capacity.  These regional case studies have 

highlighted the efforts of NPOs in improving SFP operation (i.e., food delivery), 

achieving economies of scale (motivated by high marketness associated with volunteer-

managed SFPs on limited budgets), while sourcing more significant portions of Ontario-

grown foods.  As such, intermediated F2S models can and should be seen as an 

opportunity to build regional values-based supply chains that connect local producers, 

processors, procurement agents, and schools.   

Given the limited literature on school food programs in general and F2S programs in 

Ontario, this research contributes to our understanding of school-based food programs 

and the current and potential expanded market for Ontario horticultural commodity 

procurement by JK – 12 schools.  Specifically, examining an emerging F2S approach to 

SFPs procurement based on aggregated food showcased how intermediated models 

can increase the amount of Ontario-grown food in schools.  The intermediated F2S 

model showcased that NPO managers are important actors using limited budgets to 

access increased local foods at reasonable prices.  Further government investments in 

centralized SFP procurement initiatives that have the potential to continue to increase 

 

18 The figure of 16.8% was calculated based on 3,433 schools participating in the OSNP in 2018/19, 87 
schools participating in the FN SNP, and 119 unique, non-OSNP schools participating in the NFVP: a 
total of 3,639 schools with SFPs in Ontario (Chapter 2).  
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market access and profitability outcomes for farmers and food supply chain businesses 

in Ontario should be considered.   

As noted in F2S literature, critical factors for success in F2S initiatives hinge on the 

interpersonal relationships that animate local food value chains.  The next chapter will 

consider the performance characteristics of this growing intermediated F2S model in 

Ontario.  Specifically, the next chapter will engage in a deeper examination of the range 

of actors, the terms of engagement between these actors, and the conditions that lead 

to program stability and success.  The next chapter will also investigate the extent to 

which F2S programs scale while retaining their tangible and economically beneficial link 

between the places of production and consumption and considers trade-offs that might 

be associated with intermediated approaches to F2S programs. 
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5 Chapter Five: Unpacking the ‘to’ in Farm-to-School (F2S): 
supply chain actors’ experiences participating in 
intermediated F2S programs in Ontario, Canada 

5.1 Publication Details 

Ruetz, A.T. Unpacking the ‘to’ in Farm-to-School (F2S): Supply chains actors’ 

experiences participating in intermediated F2S programs in Ontario, Canada. In 

preparation for submission to the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems and 

Community Development.  

5.2 Manuscript Three  

5.3 Abstract  

While regional value chain approaches to school food procurement (i.e., farm-to-school 

programs) are increasingly being cited for having the potential to expand the scope and 

scale of local food procurement, limited research has examined how these school food 

value chains operate, who the intermediating actors are, their values, and how their 

values influence F2S procurement practices and outcomes.  In Ontario, non-profit 

organizations are increasingly playing a central role in coordinating school food supply 

chains through partnerships with regional food distributors, yet little is known about if the 

normative values and features traditionally associated with direct farm-to-school supply 

chains are practiced when scaled-up regionally.  In this study, in-depth interviews of 

supply chain actors involved with the procurement and integration of provincially-grown 

food into school food programs were conducted to examine the ‘performance’ of 

regional, non-profit intermediated farm-to-school supply chains.  The concepts of 

embeddedness, marketness, and economic instrumentalism are utilized to examine 

these ‘scaled-up’ local school food supply chains.  Results revealed normative features 

of non-profit intermediated farm-to-school supply chains, characteristics that are not 

dissimilar to the values associated with direct F2S.  Program managers acting as school 
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food value chain coordinators set the terms of engagement among supply chain actors 

that resulted in the operation of values-based supply chains.            

Key words: school meals; school food programs; farm-to-school; local food; supply 

chains; values-based supply chains; intermediaries; agriculture of the middle; scale;  

 

5.4 Introduction  

The value of connecting farm and school through food is long and well recognized 

among proponents of farm-to-school’ (F2S).  While the specific features and 

mechanisms of F2S initiatives and policies differ in relation to geographic and socio-

economic contexts, the bedrock elements of these initiatives according to the U.S. 

National Farm to School Network include one or more of the following: the procurement 

of local and regional food products, gardening in schools, and food and farm-related 

education (Joshi et al., 2014).  Accordingly, the asserted benefits stemming from F2S 

activities include improved child nutrition and public health, education (including 

enhancing food literacy), community vitality and environment sustainability while also 

creating new, stable market opportunities for small- and mid-size growers (Bagdonis et 

al., 2009; Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012; Joshi et al., 2014; Schafft et al., 2010).  Farm and 

rural community economic development outcomes are based on the premise that 

growers are more likely to receive a fair price for their products due to direct purchasing 

relationships, enhancing the prospect that those farm enterprises remain viable – a 

benefit to the communities and regions in which they exist (Azuma & Fisher, 2001; 

Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012; Thompson et al., 2014)   

Previous research, however, has indicated there are a number of challenges associated 

with the ‘direct’ F2S model.  Farmers have reported issues ranging from complexity and 

cost in obtaining the frequently required ‘good agricultural practice’ and ‘food handling 

practice’ certifications, vagary in the reliability of the school food market as funding for 

programs ebbs and flows, low profitability associated with either price or low-volume 
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sales, foregone profits when product on hand is insufficient to meet school demand, 

limited human resources to maintain purchasing relationships, and delivery logistics 

(Berkenkamp, 2006; Gregoire & Strohbehn, 2002; Izumi et al., 2010; Matts et al., 2016; 

Rosenberg & Leib, 2011).  Instead, the challenges associated with operating and 

sustaining direct sales likely explains why even those producers who are active in 

supplying farm to school initiatives report school markets only account for a small 

portion of total farm receipts – sometimes as low as two to five percent (Joshi & Beery, 

2007; Joshi et al., 2008; Feenstra & Ohmart, 2012) and why some researchers assert 

there is limited potential for increasing small-holder farm revenue via the direct F2S 

model (Givens & Dunning, 2019).     

The challenges noted above are reflective of the operation of F2S programs in the 

United States.  Only 10% of schools participating in the National USDA F2S Grant 

Program reported procuring local foods exclusively from farmers, based on analysis of 

the USDA’s 2013 F2S Census data (Fitzsimmons & O’Hara, 2019).  Instead, 

Fitzsimmons & O’Hara (2019) found that 47% of school districts sourced local foods 

from a combination of farmers and intermediaries, while 43% of schools procured local 

foods exclusively from intermediaries, i.e. broadline and regional food aggregation and 

distribution businesses.  Similarly, Christensen et al. (2019) reported that 50% of school 

districts purchased local foods from a combination of farmers and intermediaries, but 

only 6% of school districts purchased local foods exclusively from farmers based on the 

2015 F2S Census data.  Indeed, intermediated F2S procurement is the predominant 

model in the U.S. – an approach that differs in scale and form from the classic depiction 

of farm to school direct – but little is known about these school food supply chains.  

Some researchers have questioned whether longer supply chains, rather than direct 

exchanges between farmers and end users, may diminish the alterity or authenticity of 

alternative food initiatives (Conner et al., 2008; Sage, 2003; Watts et al., 2005), 

including F2S programs (Plakias et al., 2020), and their associated values.  As Izumi et 

al. (2010, 347) observed regarding F2S programs, “regionally-based food distributors 
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complicates our understanding of the alternative agri-food sector by blurring the lines 

between alternative and conventional agri-food enterprises.”  On the one hand, 

regionally-based supply chains that source both conventional/imported and local 

products – e.g., ‘hybrid’ food value chains (Bloom & Hinrichs, 2011) – have been 

questioned in regards to whether or not they are hollowing out the justice, equity and 

inclusionary values often associated with F2S.  On the other hand, F2S can be 

categorized as an alternative food initiative; initiatives that Mount (2012) argues require 

greater levels of economic, organizational, and physical scale to achieve their goal of 

transformational change in the food system.   

While regional value chain approaches to school food (e.g., farm-to-school programs) 

are increasingly being cited for having the potential to expand the scope and scale of 

local food procurement (Dimitri & Gardner, 2018; Izumi et al., 2010b), limited research 

has examined how these school food value chains operate, who the intermediating 

actors are, their values, and how their values influence F2S procurement practices and 

outcomes.  This may explain why there are conflicting findings regarding the role food 

sector intermediaries play in reducing school meal costs.  Vogt and Kaiser (2007) and 

Ralston et al. (2017) found that intermediated market channels help reduce F2S food 

costs, while Fitzsimmons and O’Hara (2019) found that schools that exclusively 

purchased local foods through intermediaries are less likely to report lower food costs 

from undertaking F2S initiatives.  These findings raise questions about food 

procurement outcomes associated with different types of intermediaries.  The motivation 

or ‘mandate’ of intermediaries themselves – as profit seekers and extractors of value or 

as architects of values-driven practice – appears may be a distinguishing factor.  Non-

profit organizations (NPOs) intermediating F2S supply chains have been underexplored 

in the literature and need a more focused examination.   

As with many other manifestations of market development in the local food sector 

(Mount, 2011), there is uncertainty and potential concern over the extent to which F2S 

ventures can scale-up via intermediating actors while retaining the tangible and 

economically beneficial link between geographically delimited places of production and 



 

 

138 

 

school-based sites of consumption.  While reliance on a model based on direct and 

immediate links between individual producers and schools presents some challenges, 

as noted above, concerns of a different nature can accompany the turn to conventional 

food markets and an industrial-like approach to school food practice.  Some researchers 

have hypothesized that regionally-based food distributors that have meaningful 

“relationships with farmers may be a critical element in expanding the scope and scale 

of local food procurement” (Izumi et al., 2010b, p. 335).  This paper asks if 

intermediated F2S food procurement, and more specifically NPO-intermediated F2S 

procurement, is a potential ‘middle way’ (i.e., between individual school level 

idiosyncratic food procurement and fully centralized and out-sourced school food 

procurement) that connects local producers, processors, and distributors based on 

common social values while also recognizing and working to balance the economic 

realities of local school food procurement.  

This study examines, both conceptually and empirically, the features and experiences 

associated with regional-scale NPO-intermediated F2S food procurement that seek to 

meaningfully connect local food production and SFPs through the involvement of 

additional supply chain actors between farm and school.  While many studies have 

explored school level stakeholders (Aarestrup et al., 2014; Izumi et al., 2010b; Valaitis 

et al., 2013), few have examined the operation of F2S programs from the perspectives 

of school food supply chain participants (Izumi et al., 2010a).   

The intention of this paper is to investigate the values, motivations, and practices of 

three supply chain actor groups – NPO program managers, food distributors and 

growers – that animate two regionally-bound programs in the Province of Ontario: one 

in the Southwestern Region (the agricultural heartland) of the province and the other in 

Northern Ontario.  Attention to the concepts of embeddedness, marketness, and 

economic instrumentalism helps shed light on how and to what degree lengthened F2S 

supply chains exhibit values associated with the normative, direct F2S model – namely 

the balance between the near certainty of scarce program resources necessitating price 

seeking and the incorporation of non-economic considerations and more socially-



 

 

139 

 

constructed forms of ‘value’.  For example, does the involvement of intermediaries and 

the aggregation of procurement result in a driving down of commodity prices as ‘the cost 

of admission’; and/or the erasing of place-of-origin identity of school-bound food 

products?  And how do the NPOs coordinating regional F2S programs select food 

products (e.g.  price, provenance, quality) and food providers (e.g.  proximity, trust, 

certified quality, self-interest, or personal relationships)? 

5.4.1 Background Context: Intermediated Farm-to-School Programs in Ontario 

Unlike the United States (U.S.), Canada does not have a National School Lunch 

Program.  Instead, school food programs (breakfast, snack, and to a lesser degree 

lunch) managed/staffed independently by volunteers in JK-12 schools have been in 

operation, relatively informally, for decades.  While these programs, operating 

predominately in elementary and in some secondary schools in Ontario, are free for 

students, they remain heavily underfunded.  The Ontario Ministry of Children, 

Communities and Social Services funds “up to 15% of program costs” (Ontario Ministry 

of Children and Youth Services, 2018, p. 13) which equates to between 12 – 15 cents 

per meal or snack served (Ontario Student Nutrition Program-Southwest Region, 

2020a).  In what can be characterized as a ‘decentralized’ model, school food programs 

(SFPs) participating in the Ontario Student Nutrition Program (OSNP) are responsible 

for purchasing and transporting food, mainly from grocery stores, to schools.   

There are several challenges associated with OSNP’s decentralized and volunteer-led 

purchasing model.  Volunteers are responsible for extensive fundraising (85% of costs), 

menu planning, food purchasing (at full retail cost), and food preparation (often within 

schools that lack suitable equipment and infrastructure), fund management, and 

reporting to multiple funders at various times throughout the year (de Wit, 2012).  

Despite the dedication of volunteers, most SFPs tend to be informal, limited to cheaper, 

basic food offerings, and collectively only reach the minority of students in Ontario (40% 

of students in 2018/19 (Chapter 2)) due to its current structure. 
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Recognizing these challenges associated with OSNP’s decentralized model, the 

Windsor-based office of the Victorian Order of Nurses (VON) – one of 14 non-profit 

organizations (NPOs) administering the OSNP in Southwestern Ontario – began piloting 

a range of centrally-coordinated SFPs in 2004 (Ontario Student Nutrition Program-

Southwest Region, 2020b).  Given the VON’s success, in 2013, the Ontario government 

began funding a Food and Logistics Coordinator at each NPO to “support more efficient 

food purchasing, distribution and storage as well as sourcing local food” (Government of 

Ontario, 2014a).  While sourcing local food was stated as a desired outcome associated 

with the hire of food and logistics coordinators, most initiatives pursued strategies 

focused around different forms of centralized procurement as the primary objective of 

these positions is to stretch limited program dollars and reduce volunteer labour through 

out-sourcing food purchasing and delivery.   

While the emergence of NPO-intermediated SFPs was primarily in response to the lack 

of physical and human infrastructure or capacity to purchase, transport, store food, in 

recent years, there has also been significant experimentation and formalization of local 

food procurement coordinated by the NPOs.  NPO program managers have been 

coordinating regional supply chains animated by regional food distributors to procure 

significant portions of Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables.  Based on the definitions 

provided by Plakias et al (2020), this ‘NPO-intermediated F2S model’ can be described 

as utilizing a less direct channel (one to two intermediaries between farms and schools) 

– the medium-length of supply chain between a direct channel (no intermediaries) and 

an indirect channel (three or more intermediaries): the NPO and food distributor are two 

new actors intermediating between farm and school.  The NPO-intermediated F2S 

model has been expanding in recent years, and thus, Ontario’s school food landscape 

can be said to be increasingly representative of a regional value chain approach to 

school food and local food or F2S procurement (Chapter 4).  As will be examined in this 

paper, two NPOs established regional supply chains to service a collective of 611 

schools to help reduce schools’ food costs, in-kind shopping, and food transportation by 
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volunteers while also procuring a significant portion of Ontario-grown food: an average 

of 37% fruits and vegetables (Chapter 4). 

The objectives of this paper are to (1) use empirical evidence gleaned from semi-

structured interviews to describe the nature of the model in most need of 

characterization – a regionally-operating, NPO-coordinated F2S procurement model – 

and (2) use the aforementioned concepts from economic sociology to account for the 

relationships between and decisions of the supply chain actors animating two programs 

in Ontario.  In broad terms, this paper seeks to understand the manner in which ‘values-

guided’ actors are animating intermediated F2S programs and discerning whether and 

how this growing model aligns with or departs from the normative features of F2S.  This 

study contributes to an understanding of the roles that a range of actors play, the 

relationships that they form, and the impacts that relationships have on scaled-up, 

intermediated F2S programs.   

5.4.2 Literature Review 

According to Farm to Cafeteria Canada, the NPO that leads the Canadian Farm to 

School movement, Farm to School (F2S) “may differ by school, but it is always directed 

toward getting more healthy local foods on the minds and plates of children and youth.”  

Farm to Cafeteria Canada delineates that F2S includes three core elements: the 

procurement of healthy, local food, hands-on food literacy activities, and school and 

community connectedness (Farm to Cafeteria Canada, 2021).  Central to F2S is the 

value proposition that these programs have the potential to form tangible linkages 

between local food production and children’s nutritional wellbeing, develop relationships 

of trust and regard among locally embedded participants, as well as create locally 

responsive and flexible sourcing and distribution mechanisms that balance the 

circumstances of producers with needs of food buyers.  Endeavours to expand schools’ 

local food purchases, however, have raised the question of whether key normative 

features associated with direct F2S approaches are present in a regional, mid-scale 

value chain approach to school food procurement or intermediated F2S procurement.   
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Values-based supply chains (VBSC) have been cited as a promising opportunity for 

scaling up the values associated with local food procurement (Bloom & Hinrichs, 2010; 

Stevenson & Pirog, 2008).  In contrast to conventional supply chains, VBSC engage 

with farmers as strategic partners instead of as anonymous suppliers (Stephenson et 

al., 2011).  The concept of VBSC considers how all businesses from farm to table can 

create, retain, and share social, environmental, and economic benefits or ‘value’ among 

all participants (Bloom & Hinrichs, 2010; Conner et al., 2012; Feenstra et al., 2011; 

George, 2011).  Specifically, the value chain metaphor has been seen as a framework 

for building “strategic alliances between midsize independent (often cooperative) food 

production, processing, and distribution or retail enterprises that seek to create and 

retain more value on the front (farmer or rancher) end of the chain, and effectively 

operate at regional levels” (Stevenson & Pirog, 2008, p. 120).  VBSCs are reflective of a 

value-driven movement to re-orient and re-distribute economic benefits along the supply 

chain with the promise of retaining key values while scaling up local food procurement 

(Dimitri & Gardner, 2018; Izumi et al., 2010b).   

While VBSC markets have been cited as having the potential to increase the viability of 

small- and medium-sized farms and support the expansion of local and regional food 

systems (Dimitri & Gardner, 2018; Izumi et al., 2010b; Peterson et al., 2021), the actors 

animating intermediated F2S programs and their associated values, motivations and 

practices have been underexamined in the literature, despite being the predominant 

model animating the American F2S Grant Program (Fitzsimmons & O’Hara, 2019; 

Plakias et al., 2020).  The lack of attention to the type of intermediaries animating the 

American F2S Grant Program may help explain the aforementioned conflicting findings 

in the literature regarding the impact of intermediaries reducing meal costs (Vogt & 

Kaiser, 2008; Ralston et al., 2017; Fitzsimmons & O’Hara, 2019).  As the American 

case evidence remains unsettled, examination of the Canadian context may offer fresh 

insights.  



 

 

143 

 

5.4.3 Conceptual Framework 

As explained elsewhere in this thesis, including in the analytical framework section of 

Chapter 1, this paper deploys the concepts of embeddedness, marketness, and 

economical instrumentalism to examine how and to what degree the normative values 

and features of direct F2S programming find expression in NPO-intermediated F2S 

programs.  On the supply side, the normative features associated with F2S are ‘quality’ 

and ‘connection’ (or embeddedness that will be elaborated on below).   

Quality Connection or ‘Embeddedness’ 

• Safety of food product (regulatory 

standards in place) 

• Appeal of the food product 

• Reliability and consistency of supply  

• Method of (sustainable/ethical) production 

• Commitment to sourcing locally 

• Retention of the food and farm story  

• Fairness and/or reciprocity (ensuring 

value for all parties) 

• Building relationships or regards among 

participants 

As Winter (2003) asserts, the growth and progress of local foods can be accredited, in 

part, to the values infused in these products.  The quality of food has been redefined 

(Barham, 2002, p. 353) to go beyond physical characteristics to include attributes 

related to the place and method in which food is produced and is analogous with the 

sustainable agriculture movement.  As Sage (2003: 47) describes, “embeddedness 

conveys principles of social connectivity, reciprocity, and trust, characteristics which are 

essential to all economic life in general, but which fundamentally underpin grassroots 

and ‘alternative’ initiatives.”  

Referencing Hinrichs' (2000) analysis of the tensions between embeddedness and 

economic self-interests in alternative food markets, Izumi and colleagues (2010) argue 

F2S programs are similarly embedded markets where tensions exist between the desire 

to purchase locally (embeddedness) and economic constraints that limit this possibility 

(marketness and instrumentalism).  The degree to which price dictates purchasing 

decisions (high marketness / low marketness) and the individual capacity and motives 
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of F2S purchasing actors – ranging from making purchasing decisions based on self-

interest to purchasing decisions based on relationships with friends, family or motivated 

by morality (high instrumentalism / low instrumentalism) – are important continuums that 

broaden our understanding of the complexity and tensions in F2S.   

Challenges of direct F2S programming and large-scale, highly commercialized (and /or 

corporatized) school food operations have been well documented.  While the former 

were identified previously, the American National School Lunch Program has been 

noted to reflect similar challenges and dissembedding qualities associated with the 

‘corporate food regime’ has been described as a “microcosm of the US food system” 

(Gaddis & Coplen, 2017).  NPO-intermediated F2S food procurement is a potential 

‘middle way’ between individual school level idiosyncratic food procurement and out-

sourced school food procurement that has yet to be examined.   

Table 5.4.1 below details the known characteristics associated with each school food 

procurement model. 

Table 5.4.1: Characteristics of school food procurement models 

Model Direct F2S Sales  Mid-scale/regional 
NPO-intermediated 
school food VBSCs  

Large-scale, corporate 
school food supply 
chains  

Channel type Direct channel (no 
intermediaries) 

Less direct channel (1-2 
intermediaries)  

Indirect channel (3 or more 
intermediaries) 

Embeddedness High: sourcing locally-
grown, high quality 
food directly from 
growers  

Unknown 

Low: origin of food difficult 
to trace due to long food 
supply chains, but often 
from commodity markets 

Marketness High: limited food 
budget; purchases 
driven by lowest price 

Unknown 
High: motivated by cost 
savings; purchases driven 
by price   

Economic 
Instrumentalism 

Low: purchasing 
decisions based on 
relationships 

Unknown 
High: purchasing decisions 
based on self-interest 
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5.5 Method 

Qualitative interviews were used to examine two NPO-intermediated F2S programs in 

Ontario, Canada.  Recruitment criteria for the NPO-intermediated programs included (1) 

regional programs that coordinated of school food purchases on behalf of schools in a 

large geographic (multi-county) area, (2) that worked with local growers and food 

distributors to, (3) provide a portion of Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables to 

elementary and/or secondary schools, (4) during the 2018/19 school year.   

Based on these criteria, two programs were selected and recruited by email for 

participation: one in southwestern Ontario and the other in northern Ontario.  The 

Vegetable and Fruit Delivery Program (VFDP) and the Northern Fruit and Vegetable 

Program (NFVP) were selected as they stand as two of the largest regionally NPO-

intermediated F2S procurement initiatives in the Province.  The VFDP was established 

in 2017 and is partially funded by the Ontario Ministry of Children, Communities and 

Social Services and the NFVP was established in 2006 and is fully funded by the 

Ontario Ministry of Health.  In the 2018/19 school year, the VFDP coordinated by 

Victorian Order of Nurses (VON) Windsor-Essex Site served 40,000 students at 162 

schools in a 9-county region in Southwestern Ontario and the NFVP coordinated by 

Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association (OFVGA) served 82,612 students at 

449 schools in an 8-district region in Northern Ontario.  The VFDP delivered five 

servings of fruits and vegetables for eight weeks and NFVP delivered two servings of 

fruits and vegetables per week for 20 weeks.  This equates to both purchasing a total of 

40 servings of fruits and vegetables throughout their operation from January to June 

2019.  Collectively, the two NPO-intermediated F2S programs purchased $843,163 of 

Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables on behalf of 611 schools (122,612 students) which 

was an average of 37% local food (40% of purchases in the VFDP and 36% of 

purchases in the NFVP, respectively) (Chapter Three).  

The investigation focuses on the values, motivations, and practices of three stakeholder 

groups – NPO program managers, growers, and food distributors – that animate the two 
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largest NPO-intermediated F2S programs in the province (see Table 5.5.1).  The 

inclusion criterion for the growers and distributor interviewees was: they supplied the 

VFDP and/or the NFVP during the 2018/19 school year.  There were no specific 

exclusion criteria; farms and food distribution businesses of all sizes that agreed to 

participate were included.   

The lead author contacted potential interviewees by email and invited them to 

participate.  Interview participants (n=14) were identified through a purposeful sampling 

technique, a technique commonly used in qualitative research to identify ‘information-

rich’ cases for the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2002).  As Creswell 

and Plano Clark (2011) note, individuals who are especially knowledgeable about the 

topic of interest can assist with identifying and selecting participants.  As such, the NPO 

program managers (n=2) helped identify grower and distributor interviewees.  

Interviewees were recommended based on who the program manager thought would 

be most receptive to participating and inclined to engage in reflective conversation.  

Four regional distributors and eight growers agreed to participate (five growers did not 

respond to the invitation), resulting in a total of 14 semi-structured interviews.  Non-

respondents were representative of a similar profile as participating growers.   

Table 5.5.1: Key Informants in Ontario’s F2S Supply Chain 

Code Identifier Description 

M1 NPO Manager 1 
NFDP Manager working for the Victorian Order of Nurses, Windsor-
Essex Site that services 162 schools across nine counties in 
Southwestern Ontario.  

M2 NPO Manager 2 
NFVP Manager working for the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable 
Growers’ Association that serviced 449 schools across an 8-district 
region in Northern Ontario  

G1 Grower 1 Fruit orchard and marketer in Grey county 

G2 Grower 2  Diversified farm growing fruits and vegetables in Kent county 

G3 Grower 3  Apple orchard in Elgin county 
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G4 Grower 4  
Vegetable greenhouse and producer marketer based in Essex 
county  

G5 Grower 5  Diversified fruit orchard in Lambton county 

G6 Grower 6 
Vegetable greenhouse and producer marketer based in Essex 
county 

G7 Grower 7  Fruit orchard and marketer in Grey county 

G8 Grower 8  Apple growers’ association in Norfolk county  

D1 
Northern Ontario 
Distributor 1 

Produce processor and distributor in the Peel region that supplies 
the NFVP 

D2 
Northern Ontario 
Distributor 2 

Regional produce distributor in Sudbury that supplies the NFVP 

D3 
Southwestern Ontario 
Distributor 1 

Regional produce distributor in Essex county that supplies the 
VFDP 

D4 
Southwestern Ontario 
Distributor 2 

Regional produce distributor in Oxford county that supplies the 
VFDP 

The interviews were conducted by the lead author in 2020.  Verbal consent to 

participate and be audio recorded was obtained and formally documented from all 

participants prior to beginning the interview.  All study participants consented to their 

businesses being identified in any reporting of the study results though personal 

identifying details were omitted.  Interviews explored F2S supply chain actors’ values, 

motivations, and practices related to NPO-intermediated F2S programs and the terms of 

engagement between the F2S supply chain actors.  Semi-structured interview guides 

for each F2S stakeholder group were developed to investigate how and to what degree 

the normative values of direct F2S programming (namely quality and connection or 

‘embeddedness’) find expression in NPO-intermediated F2S programs.  Interviewees 

were asked about their motivations for getting involved with the program and about the 

values underlying their initial and on-going efforts.  The interview data were collected 

with the intention that it would provide insights into the values, motivations and practices 

of stakeholders involved in NPO-intermediated F2S, which is limited in the literature.   
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Approval was provided by the University of Guelph’s Research Ethics Board (REB#18-

07-836).  Due to COVID-19 restrictions, interviews were conducted by phone and lasted 

between 30 and 90 minutes.  Interview audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and 

were imported into NVivo (QSR International Version 11) software for organization, 

coding, and thematic analysis.  A priori generated codes derived from the literature, 

such as embeddedness, marketness, and economic instrumentalism, in addition to 

emergent codes, such as quality, coordination, and relationships, to bring the data into 

focus.  Additional data about the programs were gathered from grey literature (NPO 

websites and reports) and were used to cross-check the interview findings and to 

enhance the validity of the results.  This step strengthened the credibility and 

dependability of the results (Baxter & Eyles, 1997).   

5.6 Results & Discussion  

In this section, the operational characteristics of the intermediated F2S model in Ontario 

and the values, motivations, and practices of two NPO program managers, four food 

distributors, and eight growers are investigated to understand how and to what degree 

the normative values of quality and connection associated with direct F2S programming 

find expression in NPO-intermediated F2S programs, and how economic factors 

(economic instrumentalism and marketness) influence their expression.   

5.6.1 NPO Program Managers 

The NPO program managers proved to be important actors in setting the values or 

‘terms of engagement’ for the program, and thus how other F2S supply chain actors 

engaged with it.  In the NPO-intermediated F2S model, an NPO program manager was 

responsible for aggregating purchases on behalf of the schools participating in their 

respective regional F2S programs designed based on a common pre-set menu.  The 

program managers utilized a request for information process from Ontario fruit and 

vegetable growers a few months prior to the program starting.  Emails were sent to all 

prospective Ontario growers, many of whom participated in previous years, with the 
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anticipated volumes required and a request for their quote.  Once all quotes were 

received, the program managers compiled a list of preferred vendors based on the price 

and product availability and passed this information onto their respective regional food 

distribution partners.   

The NPO program managers discussed the several factors that influenced their 

purchasing decision: personal relationships, food quality, price, and personal held 

values of the importance of students’ food systems literacy.  While there is no formal 

local purchasing mandate for SFPs in Ontario, the NPO Managers identified that they 

informally sought Ontario-grown products where feasible due to their professional 

embeddedness in the local horticultural industry.  The FVDP was managed by a former 

employee of the Essex County Associated Growers – an NPO that works on behalf of 

fruit and vegetable growers.  The VFDP Manager set a programmatic goal of a 

minimum of 20% of Ontario-grown fruits and vegetables, or one day a week of local 

being featured on the menu, which was promoted through their “Tasty Ontario 

Tuesdays” initiative.  When asked about the most important factors guiding purchasing 

decisions, the VFDP manager said the following:  

"For my position, obviously cost and quality is the appropriate answer, but 

personally I believe supporting local is huge so we try to marry the two.  

Provincially, cost and quality is number one [for our government funder], however 

we marry the these two together [i.e., good price and quality while also procuring 

local]… with the Tasty Ontario Tuesdays program” [M1].   

As the program manager stated, “even though this is not our mandate,” sourcing local 

food and providing local food literacy educational materials with the help of our partners 

to “make connections for students about where the food is coming” is important [M1].   

Similarly, the NFVP manager commented that his professional affiliation influenced the 

operation of the program: “Obviously, [as a representative of fruit and vegetable 

growers in Ontario] it is in our best interest to try and source as much local Ontario or 

Canadian product as possible” [M2].  Unlike the USDA’s Farm to School Grant Program 
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that has an explicit objective to increase the procurement of local food, the program 

managers sought to increase the amount of locally-grown food where possible despite 

local procurement not being a stated objective or mandate of these government-funded 

programs.    

As both program managers acknowledged, local can be just as affordable or cheaper 

than imported produce when in season.  The VFDP manager noted the reasonable 

price point of locally-grown products, especially when purchased in bulk:  

“Local can be really inexpensive.  We have been able to source mini carrots for 

as low as 2-3 cents per serving and pears at 8 cents per serving…. That is well 

under our [$0.25] allotment per serving….  Central procurement has helped us 

drive the cost down but also work well in advance with some of our local farmers” 

[M1].   

Both program managers utilized pre-set menus to amass a greater gross purchase 

which had the effect of creating a lower, but acceptable price point for the producer akin 

to the growers’ other volume sales, as will be discussed later.  The NPO manager 

utilized larger economies of scale to help mitigate the persistent situation of high 

marketness characteristic of underfunded SFPs in Ontario.  In addition, as the VFDP 

manager noted, the cost savings associated with purchasing lower-cost Ontario-grown 

fruits and vegetables allowed the savings to be applied toward purchasing more 

expensive, imported fruits such as mango, starfruit, and pineapple, thereby exposing 

students to a broader range of products.  Accordingly, the NPO program managers 

helped schools obtain a better price than individually managed SFPs, thereby stretching 

limited government funding to obtain more high-quality food.   

Food quality, including the taste and the appeal of the food item for students, was also 

part of the stated calculus for decision making, including the rationale to purchase 

Ontario-grown.  As the NFVP program manager said: 
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“We really like to avoid imported strawberries or berries, just because of their 

very perishable nature that would not likely result in success in distributing them 

to the various areas [remote areas of Northern Ontario] that we need to ship the 

product to.  Outside of that, the quality, which includes flavor of the product, 

especially on the fruit items, is something that we want to ensure that students 

have a good eating experience with the product.  Because we are trying to 

introduce them to fruits and vegetables they may not have tried before, having 

the right flavour – which largely in fruit items is that having a ripe piece of fruit 

that has the right sugar or juice content – is important so that they have a 

pleasant experience and are encouraged to eat that item again” [M2]  

NPO managers prioritized taste and freshness (quality considerations) when purchasing 

for their SFPs.  The NFVP Manager also spoke to how sometimes quality trumps price 

considerations within the program:  

“I would say we make changes to the menu more often because either the quality 

is not there, or the supply has been disrupted for any particular reason.  That 

could be because of weather that has impacted quality or the ability for growers 

to harvest.  Whether it is here locally or whether it is from foreign imported 

products.  I would say that's more of an issue than prices any given week” [M2].  

It is noteworthy that the spend on products for the NFVP is more than double the VFDP 

($23.48 versus $9.06 per student per 40 servings), accounting for why quality can 

supplant marketness concerns (price) in that program (see Chapter Three).  

The NPO managers also noted food safety as a key purchasing consideration.  Both 

NPO managers stated they only work with growers that have, at a minimum, 

certification through the CanadaGAP food safety program.  As the NFVP manager said: 

“Most of them have much higher-level food safety programs in place.  And 

actually, they have multiple food safety certifications because of different 

customers.  Many of the larger fruit and vegetable producers, or processors, will 
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have a CanadaGAP food safety program which is now an internationally 

recognized food safety program for the national fruits and vegetables” [M2].   

As the CanadaGAP program is not mandatory in Canada, this program may be cost-

prohibitive to smaller growers, making mid and larger-scale producers more likely to 

supply SFPs, as found in this study.  

As explored above, the efforts of the NPO program manager to aggregate food 

purchases on a pre-determined menu on behalf of schools were a means to strike a 

balance among price, quality, and food safety, while contending with the demands 

imposed by limited program budgets (high marketness) and the desire to purchase 

locally (embeddedness) due to personal connections with the local horticultural industry 

and the value in children’s food system awareness.    

5.6.2 Growers 

All the participating growers supplying the intermediated F2S programs in Ontario were 

located in southwestern Ontario, as shown in Table 5.6.1 below.  All growers supplied 

the VFDP and/or the NFVP during the 2018/19 school year and have been working with 

the respective program, some on and off, since the inception of the programs.  The 

growers produce a diversity of products that supplied schools with items, including 

apples, pears, cucumbers, peppers, and tomatoes.  Across the eight interviewed 

producers, farm size ranged from a 250-acre orchard to a 16-acre greenhouse, the 

latter of which vertically extends production capacity beyond its acreage and typical 

growing season.  All farms were family or member-owned and operated with on-site 

packing and storage facilities supplying a variety of market channels, which is 

characteristic of mid-scale farm operations in the fruit and vegetable sector in Ontario.   
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Table 5.6.1: Features of farmers participating in intermediated F2S programs 

Code Farm Type Location 
(county) 

Farm Size  Products  Supplied 

G1 
Mid-scale fruit orchard, family 
owned and operated  

Grey  60 acres 
applesa, plumsb, 
raspberriesb, 
cherriesb, peachesb 

VFDP 

G2 
Mid-scale fruit orchard and 
vegetable farm, family-owned 
and operated   

Kent 250 acres  

applesa, peachesb, 
cherriesb, 
strawberriesb, 
nectarinesb, and 
plumsb 

VFDP & 
NFVP 

G3 
Mid-scale fruit orchard, family 
owned and operated  

Elgin  
40 acres 
 

applesa, pumpkinsb VFDP 

G4 

Mid-scale vegetable 
greenhouse, family-owned 
and operated farm and 
marketer  

Essex  33 acres 
Tomatoesa, peppersa, 
cucumbersa 

VFDP & 
NFVP 

G5 
Mid-scale fruit orchard, family-
owned and operated  

Lambton  85 acres  

applesa, pearsa, 
plumsb, peachesb, 
nectarinesb, berriesb, 
variety of field 
vegetablesb 

VFDP  

G6 

Mid-scale vegetable 
greenhouse, family-owned 
and operated farm and 
marketer  

Essex  16 acres 
Tomatoesa, peppersa, 
cucumbersa 

VFDP & 
NFVP 

G7 
Mid-scale fruit orchard, family-
owned and operated  

Grey  130 acres 
applesa, pearsa, 
maple syrupb 

VFDP  

G8 

Mid-scale apple growers’ 
association (grow, store, pack, 
and market apples on behalf 
of their grower members)  

Norfolk  

Average 
acreage of 
50 acres 
among 
members 

applesa 
VFDP & 
NFVP 

aproducts sold through SFPs; bother products sold through other market channels. 

The growers noted a range of social ties that were the origin point for providing their 

products to schools and the majority noted these purchasing relationships started with 

schools prior to supplying the NPO-intermediated F2S programs.  One grower shared 

that prior to supplying one of the regional programs, she became involved with direct 

sales to their daughter’s school as she was a teacher who wanted to get local food into 

her school [G2].  Another grower shared that she agreed to supply the program 

because she and the NPO manager are “lifelong friend[s]” and the grower saw the 
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social value in providing healthy food to kids at school [G4].  In contrast, another grower 

contacted the NPO Manager about getting involved [G7].  Her background in nutrition 

and fitness, and as someone with two children in local schools prompted her to became 

involved with the program.  Among growers that noted pre-existing purchasing 

relationships, the average was between 3-5 years before supplying the NPO-

intermediated F2S program.  The longest established relationship dated back to 2001 

(18 years); which was noted to be the direct sale of apples to schools for the ‘Great Big 

Crunch’, a one-day school-based event celebrating the local apple harvest and raising 

awareness about the importance of SFPs.  The longevity of the relationships between 

the school and now NPO-intermediated programs is indicative of strong, values-based 

relationships built on trust and long-standing personal relationships akin to direct F2S 

programs and on-going favourable economic exchange. 

The growers have been selling to schools for three to ten years and noted switching to 

(or in some cases, starting with) intermediated procurement about three to five years 

ago.  One grower described their supply chain before the intermediated model: “In the 

past, we sent out a truck with three or four bushels, but that became very costly for us 

though” [G2].  Another grower indicated how they felt about working with a distributor:  

“[The distributors] are already doing it, and they're already going into those cities 

anyways to deliver to the restaurants and to the hospitals or the churches or 

whoever else is taking product from them.  Whereas, our business [Grower 6] is 

more based on volume shipments.  Like when we ship something, we're shipping 

a whole semi-truck somewhere, or we're shipping a whole pallet on semi-trucks 

somewhere…. It wouldn't be impossible to deliver to schools, but it wouldn't be 

efficient.  It is more efficient to work with someone who is already got that 

distribution in place, and are already delivering multiple institutional facilities, not 

just schools.  Then, [the distributor] can easily distribute for us to the schools.  

So, it makes sense for us even if it costs more, to have them involved.  We are 

prepared to absorb some of those costs in order for them to be able to be a part 

of the deal.  So, in terms of profitability, there's still good enough profit for us, 



 

 

155 

 

because, we are charging what we would for a whole pallet of product to the 

schools.  I'm not losing money by giving it to [Southwestern Ontario Distributor 1] 

to distribute. So, we still have our normal margins and our normal profits.  So, it's 

a win-win” [G6] 

Akin to Grower 6, other suppliers noted how it was more efficient and equally profitable 

to work in collaboration with distributors.  One grower noted that the distributor 

motivated additional sales to be generated: “[the distributor] proved to be reliable 

because they buy apples from us for other customers as well as they did for the 

schools” [G5].  Another noted that, “when it comes to delivering, the more organized it 

is, the more economical it would be for the people that are buying it” [G7]. 

Mid-scale growers as F2S suppliers proved to be ideal agile partners.  As described by 

the NPO managers, as menus are pre-set in advance the growers set a ‘lead price’ – an 

approximate price that is fixed two to three weeks before shipping – as produce 

availability, and therefore prices, are heavily dependent on growing conditions.  One 

grower shared how this is mutually beneficial: 

“If we know if there are any weather problems, quality issues or supply gaps, we 

can troubleshoot if we have to.  We also know that there is an opportunity to put 

some cheaper product into these schools.… For instance, let's hypothetically say 

I got extra grape tomatoes this week and I need to move an extra load. Instead of 

offering it to my [wholesale] guy in New York and getting nothing for them, I could 

offer them to Dan and say, ‘Dan hey, I know we had sweet peppers lined up for 

this week and they're at $24.  Would you be interested in changing that to 

tomatoes, and we could bill you at 18?’ This helps save the program some 

money that can move that into another part of the program" [G6]. 

The flexibility of the mid-scale growers is an advantage to the regional program as a 

whole to find cost savings while supporting a more economically advantageous sale for 

the grower.  These opportunities are appreciated within the produce industry where 
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margins are particularly slim.  The same grower contextualized why the school market is 

more advantageous than retail:  

“Retailers work four weeks in advance to print those ads you see in your mailbox 

every week… Let's hypothetically say we set up a special with Sylvie's on grape 

tomatoes, but leading up the delivery we've got a problem. We've had five days 

of overcast weather in a row – no sunshine – the production of the grape crop 

just went down by 50 or 60%.  We don't have the volume that we've offered them 

and they're on ad…. Now, we're in trouble.... Now I'm on the phone calling 

everywhere, calling Mexico, calling Florida, calling wherever else I can find some 

grape tomatoes to fill in what I'm short, at my expense too by the way” [G6].  

The greater flexibility of working with the NPO managers combined with a significantly 

higher guaranteed price than international wholesale auctions makes sales to schools 

through these regional SFPs desirable to mid-scale growers.  

When asked about how significant the sales of apples are through the regional food 

distributor, growers estimated between two and five percent of their sales.  While this 

level is similar to Izumi et al.’s (2010) finding, one grower elaborated on the significance 

of the school market:  

“No, [it’s not a lot] but it's very important to us because what it's doing.  It's putting 

a local product in front of local eyes, local people and that helps the rest of our 

business out very much.  Because, if you're happy with something and you're 

going to go buy some apples, well, if you know you've been satisfied there, well 

that's where I'm going to go to get my apples.  And that helped our retail sales 

out of our farm market” [G2]. 

Growers saw the value of getting their products into school markets as a means of farm 

identification that may influence future purchases.  While the school market was not 

identified to be of significant value, the school market’s ability to promote their business 

and thereby increase the possibility of contributing to sales via other market channels 

was identified as valuable.     
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Another grower spoke about additional sales that were generated because they 

supplied the schools’ food through the distributor: “[the distributors] proved to be reliable 

because they buy apples from us for other customers as well as they did for the 

schools” [G5].  The majority of participating growers indicated that their sales to schools 

through intermediaries were preferred over direct sales not only for increased efficiency 

but because they had a ripple effect of augmented regional sales overall.  As noted by 

the growers, the distributors aided in retaining the growers’ connection to their local 

customers and the customers’ knowledge of them as a local grower.  While the use of 

intermediaries lengthened the F2S supply chain, the foundational local food and F2S 

value of embeddedness (i.e., retaining the connection to place) was evident in the 

intermediated F2S model.   

5.6.3 NPO-Intermediated F2S and mid-scale farms  

As showcased in the range of growers participating and the larger volume of product 

required by the regional programs, mid-scale farms appear to be best suited to meet the 

unique specifications of aggregated school food procurement in the intermediated F2S 

model.  Mid-scale growers that have on-site packing infrastructure are particularly well 

suited to supply schools as they can reduce the amount of in-school volunteer labour 

needed to prepare food for consumption while reducing food waste.  As one grower 

noted, the scale of their operation and niche business value-proposition makes them 

well suited to meet schools’ needs:  

“I would say what the main thing that differentiates us from our competitors in the 

area that are in the greenhouse business, would be our attention to detail on the 

orders.  Like for instance, HelloFresh and Chef's Plate, they require us to go 

through every single piece that is in the box, not just the box itself or the pallet, 

the full pallet of tomatoes or cucumbers or whatever it is.  We actually inspect 

and grade specifically every single little clam shell, or every single piece of fruit, 

because they need every single piece.  They sell by the piece.  They don't sell by 

the pound at retail or by the box. So, every piece of food has to be perfect or else 

it can't go in the meal kit. So, we've specialized with the extra attention on orders 



 

 

158 

 

like that. I would put the school in that category as well.  We are very careful 

what we ship to the school board, because we know that every piece counts... 

There's nobody in between that can grade the product if it's off grade or if 

something goes bad or if it's the wrong size or the wrong color or not ripe enough 

or not mature enough.  We understand that they don't have the facility or the 

infrastructure to sort that kind of a product at the school level, so we have to 

make sure that what we're shipping them is ready to eat” [G6]. 

In lieu of a food hub that traditionally supports food processing, grading and 

aggregation, mid-scale growers equipped with their own on-site facilities to perform 

these tasks have emerged as a valuable, and perhaps the only viable, supply partner in 

the intermediated F2S model as small-scale growers are often not able to provide this 

level of quality control.  As “every piece counts”, the ability of mid-scale growers to 

consistently supply quality products reduced the labour demands on volunteers, a 

resource that is already stretched thin and unsustainable.  It is interesting to note that 

schools receiving high quality, graded product is counter to the commonly utilized or 

advocated strategies of using seconds or ‘off-grade’ products in schools to reduce food 

costs.   

Farms operating at a mid-range scale – consistent with a wider element of the farm 

system that has been coined the “agriculture of the middle” (Stevenson & Pirog, 2008) – 

often do not have the necessary volume of products to be profitable selling to wholesale 

commodity markets and, at the same time, often cannot produce highly differentiated 

products in direct-to-consumer markets.  As such, VBSCs, such as those animating the 

intermediated F2S model, present a promising strategy for assisting mid-scale 

producers accessing institutional markets in a way that is mutually beneficial for 

producers, intermediaries, and consumers (Bloom & Hinrichs, 2010; Stevenson & Pirog, 

2008).   

As noted above, the mid-scale growers that participated in the intermediated F2S model 

in Ontario were already well equipped to meet school specifications.  Most growers 
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noted they did not have to shift their operations to accommodate the school market.  

The most common response was similar to the following sentiment: “No, we’re very 

flexible” [G2] and “we are 100% prepared and dedicated to make these programs work” 

[G6].  Another grower noted that it was easy to adapt once they realized what the 

schools were looking for [G8].  Medium-size growers are also able to provide the right 

‘fit’ or custom size of product wholesalers often cannot.  One grower noted being able to 

provide the ideal medium-size apples for schools so they can get more apples at a more 

affordable price: 

“They don't want a real big apple, and they don't want a super small apple. This 

is what we have found out, they [want] medium-sized apples.  Because see, that 

way, you got to remember, if you have large apples in a bushel – that'd be three 

inches and up – you get about 100.  You get about 130 apples if we do 2 1/2-inch 

apples in the bushel instead” [G1].  

Accordingly, mid-scale growers appear to not only be the right size of operation to meet 

the unique needs of schools, they also benefit from access to this larger school market 

which is often more profitable than other wholesale markets, as noted in the growers’ 

section.   

5.6.4 Distributors 

Regional food distributors are critical actors in the intermediated F2S model, acting as 

hubs and delivering food to schools.  As noted by one distributor: “with respect to that 

program, we are a broker which is just a transportation company” [D2].  They note that 

all of the purchasing decisions are “in [the NPO manager’s] hands”; meaning that they 

are responsible for picking up product as requested by the NPO manager.    

The regional distributors expressed that they were invested in the programs beyond the 

economic value they provided to their business.  One distributor noted how the value 

they perceived in the program led them to work to accommodate programs to help 

ensure their success:  
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“I very much want to protect this program.  So yes, anything that is required on 

behalf of the school, we try to accommodate.  Whether it is a specific delivery 

time as some schools have issues with volunteers and can't take a delivery on a 

certain day, we will always, always do our best to accommodate schools.” [D2] 

In some cases, however, it took a lengthy period of time (sometimes years) to develop 

relationships and distribution arrangements that served the needs of all parties.  

Southwestern Ontario Distributor 1 – a local dairy distributor based in the City of 

Chatham – that previously only managed the school milk program in the region – was 

first contracted by the VON in 2014 to deliver Kent county-grown vegetables and fruits 

to eight schools in Chatham.  Produce was a new industry for Southwestern Ontario 

Distributor 1; however, as they had refrigerated trucks, the owners agreed to pick up 

and deliver the food for this pilot program.  The arrangements to make this possible 

were minimal and advantageous as they had spare room on their trucks and were 

already delivering to schools’ milk programs.  This ‘piggy backing’ proved to be a 

symbiotic partnership between Southwestern Ontario Distributor 1 and the VON.  

Southwestern Ontario Distributor 1 was able to sell more products to schools and the 

VON found a partner who was already familiar with schools’ unique needs.  

Furthermore, the VON’s contract with Southwestern Ontario Distributor 1 was ‘at cost’ of 

storing, sorting, and delivering the food to schools.  No additional upcharges on the cost 

of food were applied, thus helping VON meet the stringent marketness demands based 

on limited government funding.  

5.6.5 Characteristics of the NPO-Intermediated F2S Model 

In the intermediated F2S model, the NPO program managers were important value 

chain coordinators, aggregating purchases on behalf of their respective collective of 

schools.  As Conner et al. (2011, p. 63) note in their evaluation of local food by large 

school districts, utilizing a “distributor solved many of the aggregation and logistical 

barriers posed by sourcing direct from farmers, maintaining the relationship with farmers 

— ensuring transparency and fairness as well as communicating the story — requires 
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extra work for someone, be it the distributor, the district partner, or a school district 

employee.”  As noted above, both NPOs had a designated program manager with prior 

experience in the produce sector, making them effective knowledge translators between 

schools, producers, and distributors.  As insiders to both the produce industry and 

school food sector, the NPO program managers played an important role in 

communicating the value proposition to farmers and negotiating to create favourable 

purchasing relationships for all parties without the need to turn a profit from the 

program.  The NFVP Manager made the following remark about some of the strengths 

associated with their NPO-coordinated model: 

“One advantage is that we're able to keep the costs down because we're a not-

for-profit.  Our main interest is just to cover our administrative costs to deliver the 

program.  We are also able to have full control over the procurement and 

distribution decisions, as long as they fit within the budget” [M2].    

The NPO-intermediated F2S model might be characterized as “values-infused” 

intermediation where the NPO has established and coordinated values-based supply 

chains that connect local producers, processors, procurement agents, and schools.   

Ontario’s NPO-intermediated F2S supply chain is rare in the general characterization of 

Farm-to-Institution supply chains to date.  Feenstra et al.'s (2011) depiction of Farm-to-

Institution supply chains include three types of distributors: non-profit allied distributors, 

regional distributors, broadline distributors (p. 74).  While the authors define non-profit 

allied distributors as “distributors associated with non-profit organizations that run a 

distribution business,” this does not capture the NPO managers' unique intermediating 

role.  The NPOs, who are not directly responsible for the distribution of food, could be 

characterized as a new actor in the Farm-to-Institution supply chain: NPO School Food 

Value Chain Coordinators.  Figure 4.5.1 below is an adaption of Feenstra et al.’s (2011) 

Farm-to-Institution supply chain that depicts the unique structure of the NPO-

intermediated F2S supply chain operating in Ontario.  
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Figure 5.6.1: NPO-Intermediated F2S Model 

 

As depicted in Figure 5.6.1 above, each NPO program manager is responsible for 

aggregating purchases on behalf of their respective schools.  The NPO program 

managers negotiate directly with local growers on the price of their products.  Once 

purchases are determined, the NPO program manager subcontracts regional food 

distributors to deliver food to schools.  Thus, in the NPO-intermediated model, the 

regional food distributors are paid to move the product at a price negotiated by NPOs, 

and there is no mark-up on the food (low economic instrumentalism).  As such, the cost 

savings are passed onto the school.  This is a similar model to school food procurement 

in Scotland.  In that country, school food is the responsibility of the municipality and 

municipal employees (i.e., a non-profit seeking actor), who is responsible for 

coordinating the purchase and delivery of food (Love British Food, 2021).  As argued by 

Izumi et al. (2012), intermediaries – in this case NPOs in Ontario – are institutionalizing 

values-based school food purchases through the coordination of local food purchases.  
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As non-profit motivated actors, the NPO program managers successfully brokered 

relationships and achieved economies of scale that resulted in costs savings that were 

passed onto schools.    

5.6.6 Trade-offs and Limitations  

There are also some tensions associated with the NPO-Intermediated F2S Model, 

namely when the program was expanded and unexplored ecological values.  The VFDP 

manager also shared some of the trade-offs when they scaled the program from eight 

schools in Kent county in 2013 to 162 across nine counties in southwestern Ontario in 

2018/19: 

“As we expanded [the program] across the region, we were trying to be 

equitable… and trying to put a nice diversity of local products from across our 

region.  We somewhat moved away from products specifically from Kent county 

[for schools located in Kent county].  It is not that we wouldn't love to have a Kent 

county menu… but logistically and [due to limited] communication capital, it 

would be challenging to source apples from like eight different farmers [i.e., from 

8 different counties] for even just one product. And then also I think we lose the 

capacity to negotiate and bulk purchase…. I think eventually we can get back to 

hyper-local [e.g. county-grown] and try to, maybe not for the whole menu but 

maybe specific menu items.  But I think there have been trade-offs, and we try to 

be thoughtful as we make those decisions and as we work through those growing 

pains” [M1]. 

Scaling-up F2S across the VON’s multi-county region was supported by the transition 

from smaller growers to mid-scale growers, but this required a trade-off on the size of 

farm suppliers.  As noted previously, however, these regional programs offered a 

sufficiently large market for mid-scale growers, those who are often too large for direct 

markets and commodity auctions are less than ideal.  For the NPO manager, the 

selection of a single mid-scale grower to supply the region was more efficient they were 
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able to readily supply the volume of product and already had the necessary 

qualifications and certifications.   

What has been unaddressed to-date and was a limitation of this research was if 

ecological considerations were a factor in the NPO manager’s decision to purchase 

locally, and if the growers they supplied from implemented any sustainability practices.  

Indeed, environmental sustainability is a hallmark feature noted in the F2S literature and 

thus would be fertile grounds for future examination.   

5.7 Conclusion  

Despite the elegance and foundational quality of the archetypal direct F2S model, the 

myriad and well-documented limitations of such an approach have led to a search for 

other approaches.  An important question, as noted at the outset, is how to achieve that 

growth or expansion in the school food sector and capitalize on what F2S has to offer 

across the board while still practicing values beyond minimizing program costs.   

This paper finds that key normative values of F2S, especially quality and connection, 

found expression in this scaled-up, regional model in Ontario, namely practiced among 

F2S supply chain actors whilst all parties reporting favourable economic opportunities.  

As found in the alternative food networks literature, access to the institutional markets 

through intermediated F2S programs has been shown to provide particularly 

economically valuable opportunities and a favorable scale of marketing opportunity for 

mid-scale growers.  As illustrated through two NPO-intermediated F2S programs, NPO 

program managers play an important and novel role as school food value chain 

coordinators, specifically setting the terms of engagement among F2S supply chain 

actors and coordinating the operation of regional F2S values-based supply chains.  This 

new model where no food is flowed through the coordinating NPO raises the question if 

the NPO managers or NPO School Food Value Chain Coordinators are acting as 

“virtual food hub operators”?  
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As shown in Ontario, the NPO-intermediated model of F2S food procurement is a 

means of ‘scaling up’ local food procurement in such a way that the economic and 

social value of the opportunity is realized in the service of the local or regionally based 

agri-food sector.  As supported by Izumi and colleagues (2010, 346), “the fact that 

relationships between regionally-based food distributors and farmers are in part 

instrumental does not undermine their social dimension.”  Accordingly, NPO-

intermediated F2S models appear to present an opportunity to build regional supply 

chains – a potential ‘middle way’ between individual school level idiosyncratic food 

procurement and fully centralized and out-sourced school food procurement.  
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6 Chapter Six: Conclusion  

The undertaking of the research reported in this dissertation, and indeed the PhD in 

total, was motivated by a desire to advance policy and practice through scholarship.  

While much attention has been devoted to the scholarly dimensions of school food and 

its association with localized farm and food system sustainability, the hope is that the 

research will not only contribute to scholarship meant to inform practice, but also as a 

catalyst for action – in real time. 

It has been over two years since the Government of Canada announced its intention to 

“work with provinces and territories towards the creation of a National School Food 

Program” (Government of Canada, 2019).  As of October 2021, the program is yet to 

receive any funding.  As the Food Policy for Canada in which this pledge was 

embedded does not end until 2024, there is still time – and great need – for our 

government to act on its pledge.  Pre-pandemic, children’s diets across the socio-

economic spectrum needed improvement (Tugault-Lafleur et al., 2017).  In the wake of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, such a program also has the potiental to stimulate economic 

activity and recovery in the agricultural, food service and construction sectors (Ruetz et 

al., 2020).  Indeed, a buy-Canada approach for a national school food program would 

be an effective means of supporting the Canadian economy, increasing food security, 

creating more resilient, local food systems and would serve as a medium for 

comprehensively implementing the new 2019 Canada Food Guide.  As Senator Marty 

Deacon noted about the release of the 2019 Canada Food Guide, “I applaud this 

government for committing to a national healthy eating strategy, but if we are serious 

about changing the dietary habits, we must start with our young Canadians… and there 

remains no better way to change this than through a universal children and youth 

nutrition program” (Deacon, 2019).  As there are schools in every community, a 

universal national school food program would be a geographically equitable way to help 

achieve the Food Policy’s interconnected objectives to “1) help Canadian communities 

access healthy food; 2) make Canadian food the top choice at home and abroad; 3) 
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support food security in Northern and Indigenous communities; and, reduce food waste 

(Government of Canada, 2019).   

The opportunity is ripe for Canadian SFPs to advance into the third phase school food 

program development: comprehensive SFPs that increase the quality of school meals 

while also supporting local, sustainable food systems through a F2S approach to SFP 

procurement (Oostindjer et al., 2017).  If appropriately funded, a National School Food 

Program could help achieve these mutually reinforcing outcomes; however, currently, 

insufficient funding and the reliance on volunteers appears to be the Achilles’ heel for 

SFPs in Canada that continues to reinforce the neoliberal status quo.   

6.1 Summary of Research Findings and Scholarly Contributions   

The school food landscape in Canada is an inconsistent and fragmented patchwork of 

programs financially supported, implemented, and monitored by a range of government 

and non-governmental organizations at municipal, provincial/territorial and the federal 

level.  To gain a clearer picture of this landscape, the initial phase of the research 

(Chapter 2) addressed this knowledge gap by systematically compiling existing data 

from provinces and territories about free SFP models, practices, and gaps including 

similarities and differences about program mandates, reach, implementation, and 

effectiveness during the 2018/19 school year.     

The results revealed there was considerable variability in SFP implementation and 

reach across the country.  While over 1/3 of schools (35%)19 in Canada offered one or 

more free SFPs in which a minimum of 21% of JK-12 students20 participated in 2018/19 

(conservative figures based on limited data in some jurisdictions, see footnotes), varying 

rates of program prevalence and student participation resulted in inequitable access to 

SFPs in Canada.  These meals and snacks were provided at no cost to students and 

 

19 School participation data was unavailable from BC and only partial data was available from SK. 
20 Student participation data was unavailable from SK, BC, NT and only partial data was available from 

QC and ON. 
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were made possible, in part, through a collective of over $93 million of provincial and 

territorial funding; however, these government contributions were often one quarter or 

less of the total costs (e.g., 15% in Ontario and 25% in Nova Scotia).  The majority of 

provinces and territories partnered with one or more NGOs to distribute program 

funding to schools and schools relied heavily on volunteers to implement programs.   

While achieving positive health outcomes was acknowledged by all government 

funders, the most commonly reported primary objective of provincially and territorial-

funded SFPs was to reduce child food insecurity.  Breakfast is the most common meal 

type offered in SFPs and the majority of government funders in most jurisdictions 

prioritize funding based on socio-economic need.  Less than half allowed schools to 

direct a portion of funding to support food literacy activities, supplies and equipment, 

and it was uncommon to permit funding to be allocated towards food preparation staff 

salaries.  All provinces and territories offered a range of basic supports to assist with 

program maintenance, including nutrition guidelines and program manuals; however, 

program monitoring across jurisdictions is inconsistent.  While the quantity and quality of 

food served in SFPs and level and sources of funding allocated vary significantly across 

the country, the 2020/2021 school year was historic; it was the first time all provinces 

and territories contributed funding towards free, universally-accessible SFPs in Canada.   

The findings from this research were significant as a national survey of SFPs in Canada 

had not been untaken since the 1990s (McIntyre & Dayle, 1992).  This research 

provides important insights into the complex patchwork of SFPs that exist in Canada.  

While not a complete picture, the results provide a baseline for discussions about the 

current state of SFPs in the country and a point of reference for future programming and 

research.  Specifically, it helps identify current strengths and challenges within SFP 

administration and implementation in Canada, including inconsistent understanding of 

what universal SFPs are.  Beyond the scholarly contributions, this research helps inform 

policy makers and practitioners about possible next steps for implementing a nationally-

harmonized SFP in Canada. 
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Chapter 4 examined the extent to which F2S programs can result in increased market 

access and profitability outcomes for farmers and food supply chain businesses in 

Ontario.  This chapter was novel as the majority of farm-to-school economic evaluations 

have focused on the direct farm-to-school model where local farmers deliver food 

directly to schools.  A large set of primary purchasing data from two NPO-intermediated 

F2S programs – one in southwestern Ontario and one in northern Ontario – and a small 

sample of non-intermediated or ‘decentralized’ schools were used to examine the types, 

quantities, and provenance of fruit and vegetables purchased and identify possibilities 

for and the supports required to expand local procurement of fresh fruits and vegetables 

by Ontario schools.  The results from two intermediated F2S programs indicate the 

significant market for Ontario-grown horticultural commodities procurement within JK-12 

schools.  Across the two case studies, the intermediated F2S model procured an 

average of 37% of Ontario-grown food compared to the average of 19% local food 

procurement by the decentralized schools in 2019.  Consistent with the findings from 

Plakias et al. (2020), the NPO-intermediated F2S model helped schools obtain more 

Ontario-grown food.  As the VFDP and the NFVP is operating in 16.8% of schools 

offering SFPs in Ontario in 2018/19, the intermediated F2S model presents a scalable 

opportunity for accelerated growth and impact for the province.  Overall, the findings 

offered a closer calibration of economic impacts and revealed essential linkages and 

connections for the execution of NPO-intermediated F2S programs in the province. 

Chapter 5 examined the range of actors and the terms of engagement between these 

actors in NPO-intermediated F2S programs.  As noted in F2S literature, critical factors 

for success in F2S initiatives hinge on the interpersonal relationships that animate local 

food value chains.  This chapter considered the performance characteristics of this 

growing intermediated F2S model in the province and examined local F2S food 

procurement as a value chain that connects producers, processors, procurement agents 

and schools.  The results revealed that key F2S values of quality and embeddedness 

associated with the direct F2S model were evident in the account given by supply chain 

actors whilst all parties reporting favourable economic outcomes.  As found in the 
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alternative food networks literature, access to the institutional markets through 

intermediated F2S programs provided a marketing opportunity for mid-scale growers 

and the NPO program managers were important actors in setting the terms of 

engagement among F2S supply chain actors and ensuring the efficient operation of 

these F2S values-based supply chains.   

While the link between children’s health and environmental health has been identified in 

some SFPs, namely F2S programs supported by Farm to Cafeteria Canada, most SFPs 

in Canada are aimed at reducing food insecurity and promoting health outcomes.  This 

reality reflects Canadian SFPs being predominantly in the second phase of SFPs 

(Oostindjer et al., 2017), where most efforts are aimed at increasing the quality of food 

and considers its provenance and environmental sustainability less often.  As outlined 

by Food Secure Canada and CHSF, Canadian SFPs have the potential to advance the 

United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals and their associated targets (Food 

Secure Canada, 2021); however, a significant increase in government funding and 

additional monitoring and evaluation would be required to make this possible.   

Incorporating F2S principles into the design of SFP at scale, as showcased in Chapters 

4 and 5, has the potential to contribute to the Canadian agri-food sector, and the so-

called ‘agriculture of the middle’ in particular (Stevenson & Pirog, 2008); however, 

limited advancement has been made in this area to date.  This dissertation calls for a 

purposeful widening of the value proposition around school food programing both 

upstream and downstream of the school door.  As revealed in Chapter 2, not one 

provincial or territorial Ministry of Agriculture currently provides annual funding to 

support the operation SFPs in Canada.  There is a large opportunity for Canada to 

realize the distributed benefits of SFPs beyond health and food security initiatives.  A 

preliminary University of Guelph study estimated that a national school food program 

could contribute $4.8 billion to the Canadian agri-food sector over 10 years if 30% of an 

annual budget of $1.6 billion were spent on domestic food purchases (Ruetz & Fraser, 

2019).  This target of 30% locally grown foods – which is being exceeded by regionally-



 

 

174 

 

operated SFPs in Ontario (Chapter 4) – could be developed by each province/territory 

to motivate the procurement of local, healthy food in schools.  It remains to be seen 

what role the 2019 Food Policy for Canada will play in motivating provincial and 

territorial SFP funders to adopt an expanded mandate that bring ministries of agriculture 

under the school food tent to advance F2S in Canada.  This dissertation made the 

concerted case for framing SFPs as economic opportunities for the Canadian agri-food 

sector and considering the supports required for a wide-scale adoption of F2S practices.   

The scaled-up model of intermediated SFP procurement in Ontario offers a template for 

other provinces and territories to more efficiently procure larger portions of locally-grown 

food in Canada.  Investments in local food infrastructure, however, are necessary to 

sustain and expand these efforts.  Investment in both community-level infrastructure 

(e.g., food aggregation, processing, and transportation) and school-level infrastructure 

(e.g., kitchen equipment to increase capacity for food preparation) are required to make 

more local food procurement feasible (Christensen et al., 2018).  Akin to the federal 

government’s Local Food Infrastructure Fund announced in the 2019 budget 

(Government of Canada, 2019), an investment in school food infrastructure from the 

Government of Canada, as well as from provincial and territorial ministries of 

agriculture, would support the desired economic outcomes associated with F2S.   

As discussed to in Chapter 5, recognizing the challenges and negotiating tensions 

associated with the direct F2S model and large-scale, industrialized school operation.  

The concepts of embeddedness, marketness, and economic instrumentalism 

showcased that there are a series of factors influencing F2S supply chain actors and 

that these considerations do no undermine the values-based supply chains.  Continuing 

to be in dialogue with F2S supply chain actors – a group traditionally under-engaged 

and under-represented in the F2S literature – will be critical going forward to identify 

opportunities, gaps, and challenges.  This dissertation has sought to examine the 

opportunity of NPO-intermediated F2S food procurement as a potential ‘middle way’ 

between individual school level idiosyncratic food procurement and out-sourced school 
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food procurement in Ontario.  The NPO-intermediated F2S model has the potential to 

solve for some of the challenges in Ontario’s traditional SFP model whilst creating new 

market opportunities across the agri-food sector; findings that may be applicable across 

Canada.    

6.2 Limitations 

The fragmented nature of the Canadian SFP landscape posed a number of challenges 

to the research design, data analysis, and thereby constrained the scope of the findings.  

As found in the analysis of the Canadian School Food Program Survey results, 

government funders utilized a variety of different definitions and metrics.  For example, 

provinces and territories use different methods to count and report rates of student 

participation and SFP prevalence.  In addition, there was no province-wide data for NB 

& BC, and only partial data available in QC, ON, and SK which limited the findings.  

The inclusion criteria for the survey of SFPs in Canada was a challenge as there are 

multiple funders and thus potential for double counting.  Only free, provincial, and 

territorial funded SFPs were captured in this research to increase the comparability of 

the data; nevertheless, these criteria resulted in a significant under-estimation of SFPs 

in Canada.  To that end, a closer examination of SFPs in Canada is warranted, 

including the focused examination of individual SFPs, implementation models, and 

outcomes.  This includes research that explores various types of SFPs (e.g. pay-what-

you-can lunch programs, farm-to-school programs, Indigenous-led programs, programs 

funded solely by NGOs, and funding from other levels of government) that were not 

captured in this study.  Better understanding of these types of SFP models for food 

preparation, education, and other program elements will yield important insights to 

inform options for implementing SFPs that are comprehensive and responsive to the 

diverse needs of communities across Canada.  Nevertheless, as a pan-Canadian 

examination of SFPs had not been undertaken since the 1990s, this study offered a 

clearer picture of free, universally-accessible SFPs in Canada. 
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For the Ontario-based portion of this dissertation (Chapters 3, 4 and 5), there were 

some limitations on the research design, implementation, and data analysis.  In regards 

to research design and implementation for Chapter 4, the sample size for decentralized 

SFPs turned out to be smaller than was intended – initially because of a modest uptake 

during the initial recruiting effort, and then subsequently by the arrival of the COVID-19 

pandemic which effectively foreclosed opportunities to circle back and add participants.  

Indeed, even if a larger cohort of 10-15 decentralized SFPs was acquired, the data still 

would have only offered limited insight due to the constrainted sample; but no less was 

able to offer some contextual insights.  The decentralized SFPs provided a window of 

insight into the challenges associated with the predominant SFP model in Ontario, the 

contextual impetus for the emergence of the NPO-intermediated model.  Similarly, for 

Chapter 5, a larger dataset of growers that captured a broader range of experiences 

across commodity and farms size types would be have enriched the findings.  Second, 

due to the specific line of inquiry regarding quality and connectedness in Chapter 5, this 

segment of the research did not assess the environmental sustainability practices of 

mid-scale growers participating in the NPO-intermediated F2S programs.  Indeed, 

environmental sustainability is a hallmark feature noted in the F2S literature and thus 

would be fertile grounds for future examination.  literature.   

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research  

6.3.1 Nationally-Harmonized SFP Indicators and Metrics 

As of 2020, every provincial and territorial government in Canada now contributes 

funding towards the operation of free, universally-accessible SFPs; nevertheless, the 

purpose, reach, level of monitoring, and evaluation of programs vary widely across 

Canada.  Nationally-harmonized indicators and measurable targets are needed to track 

progress and evaluate outcomes associated with SFPs.  Indicators are needed for 

policy-makers who act on evidence-based information to develop policies and invest in 

projects and programs (Allen et al., 2019).  As such, nationally-harmonized SFP 
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indicators and metrics will be integral to achieving nationally-harmonized school food 

program. 

6.3.2 SFP Implementation Case Studies 

While Canadian SFPs have been funded by provinces, territories, municipalities and/or 

non-governmental organizations for decades, research on SFPs is limited (Everitt et al., 

2020; Haines & Ruetz, 2020).  Existing Canadian SFP research focuses primarily on 

food availability and nutritional intake, nutrition education, and educational attainment, 

with little examination of how SFPs operate, including barriers they face and solutions 

they have developed.  In order to develop a nationally-harmonized SFP, there is a need 

for more in-depth understanding of how various SFP models do operate and can 

operate in the service of not just child nutrition and food literacy, but also as a vector for 

improved environmental quality, community cohesion and the vibrancy and viability of 

local (or domestic) farm and food systems.  

As many elementary schools in Canada do not have an industrial kitchen for food 

service or a cafeteria/designated eating area, it is important to examine how these 

schools design and deliver SFPs.  In some pockets of the country, and accelerated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic, SFPs are employing innovative methods to prepare and 

deliver fresh-cooked meals on- and off-site to students as work-arounds to infrastructure 

gaps while offering ancillary programs.  During COVID-19, this innovation accelerated 

as commercially-licensed school kitchens, restaurants, and catering businesses 

established partnerships to prepare meals for students and their families, offering fruitful 

opportunities for examining a variety of successful SFP delivery models (Coalition for 

Healthy School Food, 2020b).   

Better understanding of these types of SFP models for food preparation, education, and 

programming will yield important insights to inform options for implementing SFPs that 

are responsive to the unique and diverse needs of communities across Canada.  

Research that compares and contrasts different SFP models in different locations, such 
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as for-profit, non-profit, or student-led catering; partially subsidized or free models; 

models that vary in their sources of food; multi-component SFPs; and SFPs targeted to 

specific populations, would inform all levels of SFP programming, policy, and practice to 

support the implementation of a nationally-harmonized SFP.  

6.4 Conclusion 

There is inequitable access to school food programs in Canada; thus, not only is there a 

need to address this disparity but also a significant opportunity to so in a way that brings 

the ‘farm-to-school.’  Farm-to-school approaches to school food procurement are 

growing across Canada, showing promise large-scale, cross-sectoral impacts.  Canada 

has the opportunity to develop a world-class national school food program for all 

children with locally-grown food at its core.  Now more than ever, there is the need and 

opportune timing to implement a buy-Canada national school food program for all 

children.  Such a program has the potential to enhance the long-term vitality of local 

economies and food systems in Canada while building a legacy of improved public 

health and reduced healthcare expenditures for generations to come.  
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those changes must be considered and approved by the REB before they are implemented.  To 
initiate changes, please submit the REB Case Modification Request form, available online 
through the Research Ethics page of the Office of the VP (Research). 
  
If any funds for this research project are held until REB approval you will have to inform the 
Office of Research Services at UNB of this approval in order to release your funds. 
  
Annual Reports for this project are due on the 15th of January each year, provided that this date 
is at least six months after the date of project approval. Final reports are due 90 days after 
project completion.  Both of these reports can be found on our website 
at http://www.unb.ca/research/ors/forms/index.php#ethics. 
  
If you have not already done so, please send an e-mail copy of your project summary (your 
answer to question # 1 of the ethics application form) to ethics@unb.ca as soon as 
possible.  Thank you for your co-operation in this matter. 
  
Best wishes for the successful completion of your research project. 
  
Steven Turner, Chair 

UNBF Research Ethics Board 

http://www.unb.ca/research/ors/forms/index.php#ethics
mailto:ethics@unb.ca
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The members of the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board have examined the protocol which 
describes the participation of the human participants in the above-named research project and considers 
the procedures, as described by the applicant, to conform to the University's ethical standards and the 
Tri-Council Policy Statement, 2nd Edition. 
 
The REB requires that researchers: 

 Adhere to the protocol as last reviewed and approved by the REB.   

 Receive approval from the REB for any modifications before they can be implemented. 

 Report any change in the source of funding. 

 Report unexpected events or incidental findings to the REB as soon as possible with an 
indication of how these events affect, in the view of the Principal Investigator, the safety of the 
participants, and the continuation of the protocol.  

 Are responsible for ascertaining and complying with all applicable legal and regulatory 
requirements with respect to consent and the protection of privacy of participants in the 
jurisdiction of the research project. 
 

The Principal Investigator must: 

 Ensure that the ethical guidelines and approvals of facilities or institutions involved in the 
research are obtained and filed with the REB prior to the initiation of any research protocols. 

 Submit an Annual Renewal to the REB upon completion of the project. If the research is a multi-
year project, a status report must be submitted annually prior to the expiry date. Failure to submit 
an annual status report will lead to your study being suspended and potentially terminated. 

 
The approval for this protocol terminates on the EXPIRY DATE, or the term of your appointment or 
employment at the University of Guelph whichever comes first. 
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Appendix B: Canadian School Food Programs Survey 

 

Start of Block: Respondent's Consent to Participate 

 

 
Start of Block: Respondent Profile 
 
Q1 I am responding to this survey on behalf of: 

o Provincial/Territorial Ministry or Department  

o Non-Profit Organization (Regional / Provincial / Territorial)  

o National Charity  
 

 
Q2 What is the name of the school food program your government or organization is reporting on behalf 
of? Note: This is the program you fund and/or help administrate. Please use one survey per program to 
report on programmatic details pertaining to the 2018/19 school year. 
______________________________ 
 
 
Q3 Where is this school food program located? Select all that apply. 
 

o Newfoundland and Labrador  

o Nova Scotia  

o PEI  

o New Brunswick  

o Quebec  

o Ontario 

o Manitoba 

o Saskatchewan 

o Alberta 

o British Columbia  

o Yukon 
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Q4 How long has the government been funding this school food program (on a consecutive, annual 
basis)? Please insert exact year in the text box below your selection. 

o Less than 5 years _______(year) 

o 5 - 10 years  _______(year) 

o 10 - 20 years  _______(year) 

o Over 20 years  _______(year) 

 
 
Q5 What type of government ministry or department is this funding coming from?  

o Agriculture  

o Community, Family or Social Services  

o Education  

o Health  

o Indigenous Affairs  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 

 
Q6 What is the primary objective of this school food program? Select one.  

o to meet agricultural goals (Local Food & Economic Development)  

o to meet educational goals (Academic Performance)  

o to increase food literacy (Health Education)  

o to provide a social safety net (Food Security/Poverty Alleviation)  

o to meet environmental goals (Local Food Literacy & Environmental Sustainability)  

o to meet nutrition and/or health goals (Public Health)  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
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Q7 Please select ALL outcomes the government aims to foster through funding this school food program?  

o to meet agricultural goals (Local Food & Economic Development)  

o to meet educational goals (Academic Performance)  

o to increase food literacy (Health Education)  

o to provide a social safety net (Food Security/Poverty Alleviation)  

o to meet environmental goals (Local Food Literacy & Environmental Sustainability)  

o to meet nutrition and/or health goals (Public Health)  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 

 
Q8 What is the primary administrative program model to distribute funds to schools in your jurisdiction? * 

o Funds are allocated by the government to school districts or schools; individual schools do NOT 
need to apply  

o Funds are allocated by the government to school districts or schools; individual schools DO need 

to apply (do not select if schools report on the projected number of students for next year to calculate 
funding)  

o Funds are transferred or subcontracted to community organizations/non-profits to determine the 
coordination of funds; individual schools do NOT need to apply  

o Funds are transferred or subcontracted to community organizations/non-profits to determine the 
coordination of funds; individual schools DO need to apply  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 

 

Start of Block: Program Reach 
 
Q9 What was the total number of school-based food PROGRAMS your funding supported in 
2018/19?    Include ALL programs, even if multiple programs at a single school. e.g. breakfast and snack 
program at 1 school would be 2 programs.  
________ 
 

 
10 What was the total number of SCHOOL SITES funded in 2018/19?  This total will likely be less than 
the number of school food PROGRAMS as there are often multiple programs at a single school site. 
Therefore, please only count an individual school once in this total.  Please exclude daycare and 
community site locations.  
________ 
 

 



 

 

185 

 

Q11 What is the total number of students who participated in this school food program in 2018/19?  
 
________ 
 

 
Q12 What was the total number of students (those who participated in programs and those who did not) 
in all schools with this school food program in 2018/19?  In other words, what is the collective student 
population of all schools that offered this program? 
_______ 
 

 
Q13 What was the approximate relative portion (in %) of elementary and secondary schools that 
participated in this school food program in 2018/19? For other types of schools such as consolidated 
schools or middle schools, please group into the category of the majority of the student population.  
 _______ % of Elementary Schools 
 _______ % of Secondary Schools 
 

 
Q14 What was the total number of breakfast, lunches, and/or snacks offered at all (JK - grade 12) schools 
that participated in this program in 2018/19? Please use whatever unit of measurement (per school day or 
school year) you use to track these data. 
 
Total per school day _________               Total per school year ________ 
 
 

 

Start of Block: Program Models 
 
Q15 What are the most common program models that your funding supports? Please rank with 1 being 
the most common. 

______ breakfast/mid-morning meal 
______ fruit and/or vegetable snack program 
______ lunch program 
______ snack program 
______ Other 

 

 
Q16 Of the total number of programs, what is the number of individual school programs of each model in 
your jurisdiction? 

______ breakfast/mid-morning meal 
______ fruit and/or vegetable snack program 
______ lunch program 
______ snack program 
______ Other 
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Start of Block: Funders and Financials 
 
Q17 What was the total amount of funding your provincial/territorial government budgeted for this school 
food program in the 2018/19 school year? * 
 
_______________ 
 
 
 
Q18 What are the permissible and impermissible uses of this funding?  
 

 Permissible Use Impermissible Use 

Any costs for food  o  o  

Nutrition education  o  o  

Off-site food preparation (e.g. community kitchens 
that prepare food for schools)  o  o  

Some or all costs associated with food 
transportation or delivery  o  o  

Salaries and overhead costs for non-profits 
assisting with program coordination  o  o  

Salaries for food preparation staff in schools  o  o  

Supplies and equipment (fridge, oven, etc)  o  o  

Other  o  o  

 
 
 

 
Q19 What was the sub-total of funding ($) earmarked for food purchases in the 2018/19 school year? * 
 
_____________ 
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Q20 Did this school food program receive any funding from municipal government sources in the 2018/19 
school year?  

o Yes  

o No  
 

 
Q21 Please list all funding from municipal government sources. 
 
Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

 

 
Q22 Did this school food program receive any funding from federal government sources in the 2018/19 
school year?  

o Yes  

o No  
 

 
Q23 Please list all funding from federal government sources. Please name the specific agency, ministry 
or department. 
 
Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

Name of funder: ______________________   Amount: _________ 

 

 
 
Q24 What is the total amount of funds from ALL non-governmental sources this school food program 
received in 2018/19? 
______________ 
 

 
Q25 Did this school food program receive any in-kind food donations in 2018/19? i.e. free eggs from your 
provincial Egg Farmer's Association.  

o Yes  

o No  
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Q26 What is the approximate value of all in-kind food donations this school food program received in 
2018/19?_______________ 
 
 
Q27 What criteria (official and unofficial) influences the distribution of funds? * 

o Schools must raise a portion of the budget for the food program. The minimum portion (%) is 
____(please fill in the box).   

o Funding for schools is prioritized based on socio-economic need 

o Funding for schools is prioritized based on lower academic performance 

o Schools must ask for parental contributions 

o Schools must follow an official nutrition policy 

o Schools must offer a breakfast program 

o Schools must offer a snack program 

o Schools must offer a lunch program 

o Schools must serve a minimum of 20% of the school population 

o Schools must serve a minimum of 50% of the school population 

o Schools must make the program accessible to all students in an individual school 

o All schools are eligible for funding; there is no special criteria 

o Other: _________________________________________________________ 
 

 
Q28 Do you use a formula to calculate the amount of food funding? If so, please provide and describe.  

o Yes _______________________________________________ 

o No 
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Q29 Does your government use an estimated cost per meal as part of its budgeting process? Please 
complete all applicable responses. * 

 The budgeted cost per meal 
(excluding rural, far north or fly-
in communities) 

The budgeted cost per meal for 
rural, far north or fly-in 
communities 

Breakfast/Mid-Morning meal   

Snack 
 

  

Lunch 
 

  

 
 
 

 

Start of Block: Funding and Service Gap 
 
Q30 Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement. The current level of funding is 
meeting the current demand for new programs. 

o Strongly agree  

o Somewhat agree  

o Unsure  

o Somewhat disagree  

o Strongly disagree  
 

 
 
Q31 Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement. The current level of funding is 
meeting the demand of student participation within existing programs. 

o Strongly agree  

o Somewhat agree  

o Unsure  

o Somewhat disagree  

o Strongly disagree  
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Q32 What is the funding or service gap for this program, if any?  Please provide additional answers when 
prompted. 
 
(#)___ schools are on a waiting list to receive funding 

($) ___ more would be required to service the remaining schools on the funding waiting list 

Schools are funded at __% of total program costs (for food) 

Other: ___________________________ 

 
 

Start of Block: Human Resources 
Q33 At the school-level, what is the relative portion of volunteers to paid staff that run this school food 
program? Must total 100% (e.g. 70% volunteers; 30% paid staff). 
 
 _______ % of volunteers.           _______ % of paid staff 
 

 
Q34  
What is the total number of school-level program volunteers (including all teachers, school staff, students, 
parents and community members not paid from the program's budget) that support school food programs 
in your jurisdiction?  If unknown, please write "unknown" in the box below.  
____________ 
 

 
Q35  
What was the total number of hours contributed by all school-level volunteers in the 2018/19 school year 
in your jurisdiction? We recognize this is tallied differently across jurisdictions, so please provide a 
response in the applicable unit of measurement. 
 
(#) _____ hours contributed by all volunteers in 2018/19 
(#) _____ weekly average of volunteer hours contributed in 2018/19 
 

 
Q36  
At the school level, how many paid staff prepared food, what was the total number of hours, and what 
was the budget for the 2018/19 school year?  Please provide responses to all that are known to you.  
 
(#) _____ of paid full-time staff              (#) _____ total number of paid hours     
(#) _____ of paid part-time staff            ($) _____ total budget for food preparation staff 
 

 
Q37 What is the total number of staff in your organization that supports/administers school food 
programs? * 
 
(#) _____ of paid full-time staff                 (#) _____ of paid part-time staff             
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Start of Block: Program Delivery, Supports and Monitoring 
 
Q38 Does your government or organization provide any of the following supports to school programs?  
 

 Provided by Government 
Provided by 

Organization(s)  
Government Funds 

 Yes No Yes No 

Access to Dietitian  o  o  o  o  

Assistance for increasing local food in the 
program  o  o  o  o  

Assistance with fundraising  o  o  o  o  

Environmental Activities (composting, etc)  o  o  o  o  

Food safety training  o  o  o  o  

Hands-on food literacy or nutrition education for 
students (e.g cooking, food preparation, etc)  o  o  o  o  

Local Food Literacy e.g. engagement with farms 
or farmers  o  o  o  o  

Program Manual  o  o  o  o  

Other  o  o  o  o  
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Q39 Does your government or organization require any reporting or monitoring practices?   
 

 
Conducted by 
Government 

Conducted by 
Organization(s)  

Government Funds 

 Yes No Yes No 

Annual school site visit  o  o  o  o  

Food waste reduction targets  o  o  o  o  

Grocery receipt review (mandatory submission 
by schools)  o  o  o  o  

Nutritional or food quality verification  o  o  o  o  

Reporting on local food purchases  o  o  o  o  

Survey of each school (or school board)  o  o  o  o  

Verification that a minimum percentage of 
funds are spent on fruits and vegetables  o  o  o  o  

Verification that programs are universally 
available to all students in an individual school  o  o  o  o  

 
 

 

Start of Block: TOTAL Schools & Students 
Q40 What was the total number of provincially/territory-funded schools (JK through Grade 12) in your 
province or territory in 2018/19? 
_________________ 
 

 
Q41 What was the total number of students attending provincially/territory-funded schools (JK through 
Grade 12) in your province or territory in 2018/19? 
_____________ 
 

 
Q42 Is there anything else you would like to tell us about this school food program? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Interview Guides 

 

Interview Guide #1: Local Growers 

1. Tell me about your farm.  How many acres do you have?  How large is your 
operation relative to other farms? 

2. Tell me about who your customers are.  

a. Direct to individual consumer sales (e.g. farmers markets; on-farm store; 
CSA; online market place; pick your own) _____% 

b. Intermediated markets (e.g. supermarkets; restaurants; regional food 
processors; regional aggregators, distributor, food hub) _____% 

c. Wholesale markets (auction or terminal market) _____% 

d. How much stays domestically and how much is exported?  

3. Why did you first get involved with [name of program]?  

a. How many years have you been supplying to this program?   

b. What products do you supply?  

c. Do you continue to supply to this program?  If not, why?  

4. In terms of one fiscal or school year, how significant are/were the sales to this school 
program?  Would you be able to estimate a percent of your total sales that you feel 
might have gone to these types of school programs?  

5. If so, have you shifted your operations to accommodate this growing school market?  

a. Did you increase production to accommodate for school sales?  Did you 
decrease sales to farmers markets?  

6. Can you tell me more about the specifics of how your product gets from your farm to 
schools?   

a. What is your experience of selling through the distribution partner(s)?  What 
components of this arrangement are working and not working well for you?    
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• overall profitability / prices paid 

• volume of sales  

• order reliability  

• time commitment  

• delivery requirements;  

• delivery logistics;  

• reliable payment;  

• ease of communication 

7. As school food programs are largely volunteer-run, it is often not possible for schools 
to travel to pick up food directly from farms.  Do you have the capacity (economic: to 
expand their business to be paid for delivery) and/or desire (social: to grow a greater 
connection to local schools in the area) to deliver to schools directly?  

8. What additional resources do you think might help you to increase the amount of 
your or other local products into schools?  

a. Are any of the following a barrier or enabler: food processing, food storage, 
distribution, staffing, etc 

9. Is there anything else I have missed that you would like to share? 
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Interview Guide #2: Regional Food Distributors 

1. Can you tell me about the size of your business relative to others in this industry? 

2. What are the main considerations for you in deciding from where, or from whom, you 
source food for your customers?  

a. Is there an ideal farm supplier (perhaps in the size of farm or the range of 
products they offer) that you source from? 

3. What portion of Ontario-grown food would you say you move through your 
business? 

a. Has this increased over time? If so, why?  

b. Is purchasing local a value your company holds and/or was it motivated by 
your customer requests?   

4. What Ontario growers do you source from?  

a. Are these all ranges of sizes of farms or is there somewhat of a standard 
profile? 

b. Have the sizes of farms you sourced from changed over time? 

5. Why did you decide to purchase your products from these local producers? ie. 
because they offered the best price, because they are local to your area? 

6. Tell me about how you first got involved with supporting the [name of NPO] and the 
school food programs.  

a. What year as this, approximately?  

7. Is the sourcing and delivering of food for schools any different from your operations 
to supply your other customers?  

a. Do schools have any different requirements or preferences when compared 
to restaurants other institutions you supply (i.e. grade, quality, certified 
organic, local)? 
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8. What is your level of satisfaction related to the following list of factors? Perhaps 
some of the following areas are working well while other need to be improved. Feel 
free to pick any from the list below and tell me about any associated pros or cons.  

• overall profitability / prices paid 

• volume of sales;  

• order reliability;  

• time commitment;  

• delivery requirements;  

• delivery logistics;  

• reliable payment;  

• ease of communication 

9. How significant is this school program to your business?  

a. Last year, what percent of your sales would you approximate were attributed 
to this school program? 

b. Has your business with this regional SFP grown since you first started with 
the program?  

c. If so, did this led to shifts in any of your business operations to accommodate 
this growing school market? 

10. Do you wish to expand your involvement with this program? 

a. i.e. servicing more schools or greater volumes of food to schools? 

11. What additional resources (food processing infrastructure, storage infrastructure, 
distribution infrastructure, staffing, etc) do you think might help you to increase the 
amount of food distributed to schools?  

a. What would be needed to increase the amount of local food distributed to 
schools?  

12. Is there anything else we did not cover you would like to share? 
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Interview Guide #3: Non-Profit Intermediaries / Program Managers 

1. Tell me about how you first got involved with developing and/or supporting this 
centralized school food program.  How long have you been coordinated centralized 
delivery of food for schools? What were the circumstances that motivated the 
development of this program? 

a. What would you say are the core objectives of this centralized procurement 
program? 

b. From your perspective, what are savings or efficiencies associated with 
centralized procurement? 

c. [VON] Based on your years of experience supporting SFPs, tell me about the 
challenges associated with the decentralized school procurement model.  

d. [VON] What, if any, are the advantages associated with the decentralized 
school procurement model? 

 
2. What role does your organization play in supporting the [NAME OF PROGRAM]? 

a. Can you describe in detail what this looks like on a weekly basis?   

b. How far in advance are some purchasing decisions made or contacts 
negotiated?  

 
3. Who are all the other people or groups that you know of that makes this program 

possible? Can you please describe each of these people or groups' roles? i.e. what 
are the critical relationships to making this work? 

a. I created a diagram that depicts my understanding of the players related to 
food procurement in this program.  Where is this accurate? Where could this 
be better depicted?  

b. What is missing? Are there any other ‘champions’ that should be featured?  

 
4. What are the considerations that underlie your food purchasing decisions or your 

requests to your distribution partners?   

Quality (grade of product) Familiarity  Past Expenditures  

Quality (pesticides) Price Availability 
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Quality (Certified Organic) Ontario Farmer Flexibility 

Fresh cut or low prep products Smaller-scale local farmer  Other? 

a. In order of importance, what specifications do you give to the distributors you 
work with?  

b. How do you balance some aspects (e.g. price) versus others (e.g. local)? 

c. Who decided on what producers that are sourced from?  

d. What are the trade offs you have to make in this centralized model?  

  
5. How did you or do you decide on which distributors to work with? Did you set any 

specifications other than the types of products you required to determine your 

selection?   

 
6. Tell me about the ‘place’ of local food and/or farming in the implementation of this 

program (and past programs if applicable).  

a. Where is local food featured in the program?  

b. Who determines what local farmers are purchased from? Do you determine 

or do your distributors determine? If distributors, do you give any 

specifications about what type of size of farms you’d like them to buy from? 

c. Do you know whether your participating schools care if local food is on the 

menu?  

d. Is it of any interest to you to increase the amount of local food? It is ok to say 
no.  

e. Over the course of this research we have had numerous conversations about 

how to go about tracking the origin of products and the factors that make this 

a challenge and partners necessary to do so. Can you kindly summarize how 

local, if at all, is tracked by your distribution partners and how it was done for 
the purpose of this research.  Did you have a role in tracking the origin of 

products?  

 

7. What relationship, if any, do you have with local growers?  In the past or present, did 
you broker any relationships with these growers or connect them with the distributor 
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you selected? Has these relationships or the level of contact with farmers changed 

over time?  

 

8. As the program has grown, how has it changed? 

a. Has the level of contact between you and distributors changed? 

b. Has the type or size of farms you or your distributors work with changed over 

time? 

9. Tell me three things, in order of importance; you would hope to be able to do if there 
was more regularised support for SNPs and F2S programs in particular. 

 

10. One pathway for additional financial support might be the demonstration of where 
Ontario farms feature or could play a larger part in the [NAME OF PROGRAM].  
Based on your experience, what additional resources (food processing 
infrastructure, storage infrastructure, distribution infrastructure, staffing, etc) do you 
think might help increase the amount of local food distributed to schools?  

 
11. Is there anything else we did not cover you would like to share? 

 
12. Could you kindly e-introduce me to two of your distribution partners and notify them 

that I will be reaching out to them regarding their role in this program?  
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