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Background: 
 
The research cited below was designed in a partnership between the University of Calgary and 
the Bow Valley Food Alliance (BVFA) to identify key food issues and strengths in the 
community of Canmore. It is part of a broader research project that examines these issues in 
Banff, the Municipal District of Bighorn, and the Bow Valley more generally. The study is based 
on a series of interviews conducted from Fall 2019 to Spring 2020 with 26 people who are 
working to address food issues, create local food cultures, and promote resilient food systems in 
Canmore. Interviewees include health professionals, volunteers, business owners, hospitality 
staff, educators, local food producers, and community-based activists. Interviews were 
transcribed, coded, and analyzed using Nvivo software. The study is also based on an 
anonymous survey that invited members of the public to respond from June to July 2020, 
including 142 Canmore residents’ survey responses. These survey responses are part of a broader 
survey of the entire Bow Valley, which included 259 respondents from Lake Louise, Banff, 
Canmore and the MD of Bighorn; however, survey participants’ responses who do not live in 
Canmore were not included in the survey results in this research briefing.  
Research findings relevant to TSMV Reference Bylaws 2021-05 and 2021-06 
1. Our research highlights the connection between cost of food and cost of housing. As a 
result, we believe that any future housing developments must actively work to solve food 
insecurity in our communities – a key part of which is providing secure, stable and 
affordable housing. We do not believe that the addition of some ‘affordable’ housing units 
(as proposed by TSMV) will be in any way adequate. Rather we believe that these 
proposals by TSMV will worsen the housing crisis, and thus also food insecurity in our 
community. For example, past developments demonstrate that ‘affordable’ housing 
developments serve to meet the needs of some of the middle class but do not address issues 
of affordability (and thus food insecurity) for those in lower socio-economic classes, 
including (but not limited to) the most marginalized communities. We believe that further 
research is needed to ensure that future developments do not worsen housing and food 
insecurity. 
 
The issue that most often came up during the research study was affordability. 98.5% of survey 
participants ranked the cost of food as a key issue in the Bow Valley while interviewees 
highlighted the expense of particular products such as healthy, fresh produce, cultural foods, and 
sustainably-produced products. Research participants linked the cost of food to the cost of living, 
with emphasis on the high cost of housing. Several interviewees noted that basic needs are 
particularly hard to cover for those employed in the service industry as many of these jobs pay 
minimum wage with fluctuating work hours. At the same time, several research respondents 
explained that the cost of food is not only an issue for those in lower paying jobs but also for 
those in middle income jobs. While some interviewees and survey respondents suggested that 
more affordable food programs and lowering the cost of food may help to address this issue, 



others emphasized the need to tackle the prevalence of precarious low-paying jobs and lack of 
affordable housing. 
 
“I feel that nobody should go hungry and nobody should face the choice of: do I pay the rent or 
do I feed myself?” (****all quotations are taken from survey responses and interview 
transcriptions) 
 
“My family is struggling but don’t want free options as we’re not struggling so bad as others. 
We would just like to afford the food to buy ourselves.”  
 
“Of course, we know that to solve food insecurity it is not a matter of food rescue, it’s a matter of 
employment because of the cost of living here.”  
 
“We need to address the affordability and the pay structure that’s offered within the Valley.”  
 
“In our valley we have the highest cost of living of all of the province, the biggest wage gaps, 
and our biggest industries are generally providing low-income jobs that pay below the Canmore 
cost of living.” 
 
2. Our research highlights that there is currently a lack of accessible local food in the Bow 
Valley. Three Sisters is already a food desert - an area in which it is difficult to buy 
affordable, fresh, healthy and local food. While TSMV’s proposed ASPs designate areas for 
commercial space which could include a grocery store, this is not guaranteed, and past 
developments suggest it’s not a priority. Even if a grocery store were built in the proposed 
areas, there is nothing to guarantee that these retail outlets will provide access to 
affordable, fresh, healthy and local foods. 

 
Another key issue identified in the research study was accessing local food in the Bow Valley, 
including a lack of support and markets for local food producers and provisioners. 73.9% of 
survey respondents noted a lack of locally-produced food as a key issue in the Bow Valley while 
72.5% said that there was a lack of support for local and regional food producers. 67.6% said 
they believed there was not enough support for local gardeners and other food provisioners. 
Interviewees linked this lack of local food to increased vulnerability to natural disasters, such as 
those that cut off transportation routes (such as flooding) and those that create uncertainty around 
global food supply chains (such as the COVID-19 pandemic). Interviewees also emphasized the 
connections between supporting local food and building climate resiliency, including the need to 
increase access to fresh affordable local produce as climate change worsens (i.e. through support 
for small food businesses and farmers markets rather than through large grocery chains which 
often have rules and regulations in place that make it difficult for small- and medium-sized local 
producers and processors to gain access to grocery store markets). Lastly, many research 
respondents emphasized that local food should not only be available to those in higher income 
brackets but to all community members. 
 
“Access to affordable food should not just be the cheaper products, we should be able to access 
meats and dairy products from quality local producers as they are right on our doorstep.” 
 



“It would be great to increase the production of food locally, and composting. The closer people 
are to their food, the better.” 
 
“Local food is a big issue from a climate resilience perspective. As the impacts of climate 
change are becoming more real, our access to fresh food and vegetables is going to rapidly 
decline. The expense of buying fresh produce will increase, especially in communities like 
Canmore. As produce becomes more expensive, it’s going to become elitist.”  
 
“There are so many good things that can come from local food security - what if we had another 
catastrophe and we were isolated and the highways closed and the railways closed? How much 
food do we have? Probably not that much.” 
 
3. The research study highlights that there is a lack of space for cooking, preparing, 
gathering and growing local foods. The increase in population proposed by TSMV will 
exacerbate this issue, particularly because the area proposed for development is not 
appropriate for additional growing spaces (i.e. due to wildlife).  
 
Research results suggest that community members lack access to adequate spaces to grow, 
prepare, cook, and gather around food. Interviewees identified this as an issue at an individual 
level related to housing (i.e. housing with no outdoor space for growing food as well as housing 
that lacks a full kitchen and food storage space, or shared accommodation without adequate 
kitchen space for all residents), at a community level (i.e. there is no community kitchen 
available in Canmore), as well as at a business level (i.e. there are a lack of affordable space for 
growing and preparing food as well as a lack of networking and gathering spaces for small 
businesses). 78.2% of survey respondents said there is a lack of space to grow food in Canmore.  
 
“When we've tried looking into different kinds of food programming for our organization, there 
are no available spaces. Part of it is there is a lack of these kinds of spaces. Another reason is 
that the spaces that do exist are all for profit – they are too expensive to rent for 
community-based programs funded by tax-payer dollars.” 
 
“There are absolutely not enough spaces to gather around food and to cook food. Especially 
with regards to cooking a meal as a community. It’s so limited… I think if we look at the housing 
that’s affordable, it isn’t always the best housing option available. A lot of the basement suites 
do come furnished and fully equipped but your cooking tools are a hot plate or the microwave or 
an instapot type of thing. That’s not to say that you can’t nourish yourself well with that, it just 
takes a lot of creative planning and maybe more awareness with how you can create a balanced 
meal. The same goes for share kitchens. We live in a share house, so we’re constantly battling 
for fridge space and then if our roommates are cooking we often won’t cook a full meal because 
it’s too many cooks in the kitchen, literally. Same if you’re living hostel style - your fridge space 
is very limited. As far as preparing a meal from scratch all the time, it’s very rare to see that 
happen in that type of communal living.” 
 
4. Our research demonstrates the ways in which the most marginalized groups in Canmore 
experience food insecurity and food injustice. We believe that any new development 
approvals must work with marginalized groups from the beginning of the planning phase 



to ensure that their voices and concerns are meaningfully addressed (these groups should 
be compensated for their time and knowledge and not expected to contribute their 
expertise for free for the benefit of the developer’s profit). We are greatly disappointed at 
the lack of involvement by the Stoney Nakoda Nations in the development of the TSMV 
proposals. Overall, we believe that the TOC needs to take a step back in order to conduct 
thorough research on the ways that other municipalities are addressing issues of racism, 
colonialism, and environmental degradation in relation to proposed developments and 
housing markets more generally. We strongly encourage the TOC to work with planners 
who specialize in anti-oppression, anti-racism, and anti-colonialism to develop a broader 
vision and approach to the current housing crisis in Canmore (and then use this vision to 
make decisions related to proposals such as TSMV).  
 
Research participants also underlined a variety of social disparities and injustices related to food 
in Canmore. For example, interviewees underlined the presence of food insecurity in the 
community as well as the stigma that comes along with being food insecure. Certain groups were 
considered more likely to experience food insecurity such as young families and seniors, as well 
as those working precarious jobs, often in the hospitality sector, including young adults, 
temporary foreign workers, and undocumented workers. Additionally, research results indicate 
that there is a lack of knowledge and meaningful support for Indigenous food systems as well as 
cultural food systems in Canmore. For example, access to cultural foods as well as culturally 
appropriate food programming is lacking throughout the Bow Valley. Lastly, research results 
demonstrate that while not held by everyone, that the following racist, classist, and colonial 
beliefs are still relatively common in Canmore: 1) people from certain cultural backgrounds do 
not make healthy food choices and therefore need to be educated (despite evidence that shows 
that immigrants who move from the Global South to the Global North experience a decline in 
health because developed countries such as Canada have a plethora of unhealthy processed 
foods); 2) people who cannot afford food in Canmore should move somewhere else; and 3) 
non-Indigenous community members do not need to engage with or have knowledge of 
Indigenous food systems. 
 
“In Canmore we have a huge gap, some people are millionaires and some barely have money to 
meet basic needs. But without frontline workers life would change for everyone - it is incredible 
how some people express hateful opinion towards these workers.”  
 
“I don’t think there’s enough Indigenous involvement, like actual Indigenous involvement, in the 
food systems in the Bow Valley.” 

 
“In terms of the money that you receive and your salary depends on your colour and your 
passport.” 
 
5. Research findings also underline the ways that Canmore community members already 
feel like they lack the ability to influence what their food systems look like as well as 
meaningfully contribute to decisions that shape food systems such as large housing 
developments like those proposed by TSMV.  

 



Findings from both the interviews and surveys suggest that Canmore community members do 
not feel like they have the power to influence what their food systems look like. 75.4% of survey 
respondents indicated that community members perceive they are not able to influence what their 
food systems look like. Several interviewees explained that people often feel like they lack 
influence because they are not able to make the food choices they want due to lack of affordable 
options (i.e. people noted they wanted to buy local sustainably-produced food but they were not 
able to afford it), lack of spaces to buy local food (i.e. people noted that they were not able to 
access local foods through grocery store chains in Canmore), lack of proper labeling (i.e. people 
were not always able to figure out where products were from, especially in the grocery stores), 
and lack of access to decision-makers (i.e. both within the Town of Canmore as well as more 
broadly, for example, within multinational food industries such as grocery store chains). 
 
“People in the Bow Valley don’t really have much power over what their food systems looks like. 
I think just being Canmore in general because of the cost of everything here, of living here, 
doing business here, there isn't as much variety in food and what we can buy. It's definitely 
gotten a lot better in the last 10 years but it is still pretty limited. Nutters has been around 
forever, but they directly have to compete with some big box stores which is hard. It’s hard to 
say how much we can influence that food system in mountain surrounded expensive tourist 
towns, I hope that we can.” 
 
“I think people feel very powerless about the big issues of housing, food access, and I think they 
feel they have no influence.” 
 
Food sovereignty is the right of all peoples to determine what their food systems look like. 
It is clear that the Canmore community has not felt like and will not have the ability to 
meaningfully shape TSMV’s current proposals and thus we believe these proposals will 
facilitate neither food sovereignty nor the creation of socially and ecologically just food 
systems in the Bow Valley. Furthermore, we do not believe these proposals will support our 
communities in realizing their right to food (in 1976 Canada signed the United Nations 
Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights that states that all people have a 
fundamental right to be free from hunger). Rather, we believe these proposals will further 
exacerbate food insecurity and food injustice in our communities. 
 

BOW VALLEY FOOD SYSTEMS RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Increase affordability of food 
- Reduce the cost of food, including local sustainably grown food (i.e. through consumer 

subsidies and/or subsidies for small and medium-scale food producers and processors) 
- Support initiatives that reduce individual household grocery bills, including but not 

limited to support for community gardens and other food provisioning spaces 
- Connect the cost of food with the cost of living (and in particular housing costs), wages, 

and job stability in policies, strategic plans, and community-based initiatives 
- Address the high cost of living and low wages in the Bow Valley  
- Conduct further research on the relationship between food insecurity and housing in the 

Bow Valley 
 



2. Increase access to local food in the Bow Valley 
- Work with multiple actors to create more spaces to grow food – both at community and 

commercial levels  
- Adopt creative solutions for growing food on underused land/space (i.e. rooftops, 

courtyards) as well as developing appropriate growing spaces and/or technologies 
suitable for mountain communities, such as community greenhouses, vertical agriculture, 
and other innovative food production systems 

- Support small and medium scale food producers and processors (i.e. by supporting: 
venues geared towards the sale of local food including a year-round farmers’ market and 
a market structure that ensures meaningful vendor participation) 

- Establish definitions of local food and use these to guide local food initiatives  
- Continue working with provincial wildlife officers to identify spaces that are suitable for 

gardening, beekeeping, and other food-related activities 
- Change bylaws and other policies that restrict food provisioning activities while ensuring 

the wellbeing of mountain wildlife and ecosystems 
- Support and build diverse alternative shopping economies (i.e. food co-operatives, zero 

waste stores, etc.)  
- Collaborate across municipalities to highlight and promote local food producers, 

processors, and other food provisioners (i.e. in ways that increase connections between 
ranchers located in the MD of Bighorn and the Town of Canmore) 

 
3. Support diverse cultural food systems and challenge food system inequities 

- Support marginalized groups who are organizing within their communities to meet their 
food needs  

- Ensure that food insecure community members have access to healthy nutritious and 
culturally appropriate food 

- Support food-related businesses that provide access to culturally appropriate food and are 
run by and for marginalized community members 

- Celebrate diverse cultural food systems 
- Challenge racism, classism, and colonialism in food systems 
- Provide funding specific to cultural food events, programs, and businesses 
- Develop strong and trusting relationships with and between groups such as the Bow 

Valley Food Alliance and community members who are experiencing homelessness and 
food insecurity as well as undocumented workers and other employees in precarious 
working situations 

- Conduct more research on the relationship between employment status, citizenship status, 
and food insecurity in the Bow Valley 

 
4. Support food-based programs that build relationships with the Stoney Nakoda Nations 

- Ensure treaty obligations regarding Stoney Nakoda Nations’ hunting and gathering rights 
are honoured, supported, and encouraged 

- Continue to strengthen dialogue and relationship building between Canmore and the 
Stoney Nakoda Nations (particularly food-related groups on the Nation), understanding 
that food is often a key part of this 

- Understand the different ways that food is part of and can help facilitate reconciliation 
and support/encourage projects that are doing this type of work 



- Educate settler community members about Indigenous food systems as well as the 
impacts of colonization on Bow Valley food systems 

 
5. Develop and advocate for sustainable and ecologically regenerative food systems  

- Connect climate resiliency with food systems issues 
- Reduce food waste at commercial, industrial, and household levels 
- Continue to promote food waste collection programs across the Bow Valley  
- Incorporate geothermal and solar energy into greenhouses and/or other growing 

initiatives 
- Ensure food spaces and programming do not compromise wildlife and wildlife habitat 
- Develop an organic waste system that keeps compost in the Bow Valley 
- Conduct further research on the relationship between climate change and food systems in 

the Bow Valley 
 
6. Develop, support, and advocate for policies that create resilient local food systems 

- Identify areas where it is appropriate for community members to practice animal 
husbandry, compost, and grow food and change policies that discourage and/or prevent 
these activities 

- Ensure health and safety policies support community food programs and events 
- Create emergency response plans that meaningfully address food insecurity  
- Change policies that limit innovative growing techniques such as vertical farming and 

hydroponics 
- Develop food procurement policies focused on access to healthy, sustainable, equitable, 

and culturally-appropriate foods 
- Develop an approach to housing and affordability that meaningfully addresses current 

inequities and centers food sovereignty 
- Use the Bow Valley Food Alliance Food Charter as a guideline to rethink and advocate 

for policy change 
 
7. Foster new and current partnerships 

- Between diverse cultural groups 
- Between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, groups, and individuals 
- Between Bow Valley municipalities 
- Between producers, consumers, and businesses 
- Between community-based groups, businesses, municipalities, and community members 

 
8. Develop welcoming and varied food spaces that meet community members’ needs 

- Build a food hub with a community kitchen to promote skill and knowledge sharing 
around food  

- Increase the number of spaces to grow food, including community gardens and 
greenhouses 

- Increase the number of spaces to gather, cook, and eat both outside and inside for 
community members 

 
9. Support small and medium-scale food businesses 



- Support the development of affordable commercial kitchens that meet small businesses’ 
needs 

- Subsidize/provide land and other food growing spaces for local small-scale food 
producers 

- Increase grants and other funding sources for local food entrepreneurs – particularly for 
young people, newcomers, and marginalized community members 

- Support local businesses with a focus on issues such as: food waste, local and sustainable 
food production, cultural foods, food system sustainability, education, and creating 
ecologically and social just food systems 

- Increase the number of food businesses owned and managed by marginalized groups 
- Organize events/meetings where local food businesses can network and share/demo their 

products with/for community members 
- Increase the number of diverse retail food outlets (i.e. particularly those providing access 

to local/regional food products)  
- Increase support for small businesses to find market spaces and navigate bureaucratic 

processes (i.e. applying for appropriate permits) 
 
10. Increase support for community food programs 

- Increase funding and other supports to community-based food programs created and led 
by locals, particularly those that foster social justice, cultural diversity, and ecological 
sustainability 

- Fund full and part-time positions that address key food issues in the community 
- Support grassroots initiatives by listening and responding to their needs and requests 

 
11. Expand community conversations and education about food 

- Grow public conversations about food systems 
- Ensure food is prioritized in community conversations and consultations about issues 

such as housing, development, health, sustainability, and tourism  
- Provide more community classes regarding how to grow, gather, cook, and preserve food 
- Increase awareness about where food comes from, how it is grown/harvested, and who 

grows/harvests it 
- Cultivate understandings about food systems Bow Valley residents rely on, including 

their social, ecological, and economic impacts 
- Expand awareness about food waste and food waste reduction 
- Increase conversations relating food to social justice, ecological sustainability, and 

healthy living 
 
 


