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by Christine LoScerbo and Pamela Shaw 

What is Food Security? 

"Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical 
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious (ood to 
meet their dietary needs and (ood preferences (or an active and 
healthy Ii(estyle." 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; 1996' 

F
ood security means that a consistent. safe. sufficient 
supply of food is available for all people within a 

population (which may be defined locally or globally ). 
Within this basic definition are multiple components that 
speak to the way in which foodstuffs are grown. harvested. 
and transported. For example. economics is an important 
factor. where ideally the production. harvesting. and 
distribution of foodstuffs is affordable and cost-effective. 
Social issues. including the rights of workers. and the 
protection of human dignity and equality. are also critical 
sub-components of food security. Environmental impacts 
are also Significant. The impact of growing and harvesting 
foodstuffs on water supplies. soil quality. wildlife. and 
sensitive ecosystems can be considerable.2 

Achieving food security also means addressing a host of 
issues. including locality and accessibility; this requires that 
foodstuffs be grown in close proximity to population 
centres to reduce the reliance on food transportation. 
Increasingly. "grow local. eat local" is an important theme in 
improving food security. This becomes even more urgent as 
individuals and governments recognize the precariousness 
of the current food distribution sy stem.' An increasing 
reliance on large-scale farming concentrates food production 
into a small number of industrialized farms. and consumers 
are progressively more separated from their food supply. 
At the same time. people are recognizing that there are 
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Summary 
A strong link between university students and (ood is nothing 
new. What is new is the link between university students and (ood 
security. Food security is a broad topic that concerns more than 
just an immediately accessible (ood supply but also the quality 
and quantity o( locally produced sustainable (ood sources. 

Across Canada, university students are initiating projects and 
working with community groups to {lnd new ways to grow locally, 
share regionally, and bring ideas o( sustainability and consequence 
to (ood supplies. Universities themselves are {lnding new ways to 
incorporate (ood security into campus Ii(e as an academic (ocus. 
They have developed new academic programs, sited research 
institutes, and (acilitated on-campus demonstration projects. These 
projects exhibit student-generated ideas and spur excitement to 
offer practical resources (or every local community. These efforts 
encourage a shift in roles (or growers and consumers living within 
the urban environment 

This article outlines a new approach undertaken at Vancouver 
Island University that employs grassroots methods to address 
(ood security and strengthen ties between the campus and the 
surrounding community. 

Resume 
Le lien intense qui relie les etudiants universitaires et la nourriture 
n'est pas nouveau. Par contre, ce qui est nouveau, c'est Ie lien 
qui est apparu entre les etudiants universitaires et la securite 
alimentaire. La securite alimentaire est un vaste sujet qui englobe 
non seulement I'acces immediat aux vivres, mais aussi la qualite 
et la quantite de sources alimentaires durables exploitees 
localement. 

Dans les universites du pays tout entier, les etudiants lancent des 
projets et travail/ent de concert avec des groupes communautaires 
a{ln de trouver des moyens de cultiver localement, de partager 
regionalement et d'integrer aux disponibilites alimentaires les 
principes de durabilite et de consequence. Les universites elles
memes trouvent Ie moyen d'incorporer la securite alimentaire 
dans la vie universitaire en creant des programmes d'etudes. 
Elles ont ainsi cree de nouveaux programmes, mis sur pied des 
instituts de recherche et (acilite la mise en ceuvre de projets 
pilote sur Ie campus. Ces projets mettent en montre des idees 
venant des etudiants et stimulent I'interet d'offrir des ressources 
pratiques pour toutes les collectivites locales. Ces efforts (avorisent 
la transition des roles des producteurs et des consommateurs qui 
vivent dans Ie milieu urbain. 

Cet article decrit une nouvelle approche mise de I'avant par 
I'Universite de I'fle de Vancouver qui (ait appel a des methodes 
s'adressant a la base pour composer avec la securite alimentaire 
et resserrer les liens qui unissent Ie campus et la collectivite 
environnante. 



economic, social, and environmental 
costs attached to transporting basic 
foodstuffs over long distances. A new 
awareness of these costs is shifting the 
focus of discussions from worldwide 
product accessibility to what makes 
sense on a local, sustainable level. 

their role to one of active learning and 
practical implementation. 

Ryerson University was among the first 
institutions to effectively incorporate 
food security at a post-secondary level. 
In 1994, Ryerson founded the Centre 

From left to right, members of the Solutions organization at Vancouver Island UniverSity, Daryl Amos, Craig Hawtin, Janet 
Willingham, Stephen Levesque, Christine LoScerbo, Kristy Durst, Michael Carpenter, Kris Vleux, and Caitee Akins. 
Photo credit:Andrew Marchand 

The creation of the Food Forest at Vancouver Island UniverSity with students Keri Bowering, Adrian Houle, Anthony James 
and Colton Vandermolen. Photo credit: Jessica Duncan 

The University's Role 

Universities combine multiple academic 
perspectives with avenues for funding 
and research, thereby offering 
opportunities for the study of food 
security. They can serve as an epicentre 
of progressive thought, surrounded by 
students interested in contributing to 
the world around them. As well, many 
universities are more fully integrating 
into surrounding communities, changing 

for Studies in Food Security (CSFS)4 to 
"promote food security through research, 
dissemination, education, community 
action and professional practice." 
Lakehead University offers the Food 
Security Research and Service Exchange 
Network:A Community Service 
Learning (CSL) Initiative, which engages 
both the community and faculty in credit 
opportunities to develop community
based research projects related to food 

security. Other institutions support 

sommunity gardens and farmers' markets. 

AtVancouver Island University (VIU), a 

campus of more than 18,000 full and 

part time learners located in Nanaimo, 

British Columbia, a small group of 

committed students has been working 

to bring urban agriculture to the 

campus. A "start small" approach has 

raised consciousness about food 

security to the campus, and extending 

to the greater community. 

Vancouver Island University 

Vancouver Island used to support an 

abundance of local food production; 

areas of good soil, ample rainfall and a 

favourable climate allowed for the 

development of fruit and vegetable 

crops, small scale livestock operations, 

and a few larger scale industrial farms. 

However, changes to consumer habits 
( favouring non-local product lines), cost 
efficiencies found with large-scale 

Mainland operations, and issues associated 
with product handling have shifted the 
majority of food production away from 

the Island. Today, Island operations 

produce only about 5% of the total food 
its population consumes. 

The issue of food security has been a 

driving factor for manyVIU students. In 

2007, a group of students negotiated 

with the University 's administration to 

obtain a small plot of land adjacent to 
the University Library for a community 

garden. The community - including 

students from Discovery Community 
College, the Otesha Bike Project, and 

Earth Masters - came out in force to 

assist with construction of a shed and 
installation of the garden. New groups 

have joined in later years, such as 

GoBeyond, Mudgirls, Urban Homestead, 
and Green Drinks. Local farmers and 

Nanaimo residents have also been active 

participants. 

In their proposal to the University, the 

students indicated that this plot would 
provide an opportunity to establish a 
learning environment for students and 

community members of all ages, with 
the goal of increasing the knowledge 

level of all participants on how to grow 

and harvest food. This has certainly 

proven to be true. The first phase 

consisted of sowing a few seeds and 

hand watering, a laborious task that led 
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VIU Green Space 
ShowCasing SUStainable, 

ECQ-f'riendlY Design ConceptS 

Community Garden designed by Stephen Levesque,Janet Willingham and Emily Balzer, students at Vancouver Island University. 

to further development of a recycled 

PVC water line dug by volunteers 

armed with pickaxes and shovels. The 

first crops included strawberries, winter 

greens, herbs, broccoli and cabbage. The 

produce is intended for eventual use by 

the University's Culinary Arts Institute 

and cafeteria, among others, but 

currently the plots are for individual 

users. For most of the participants, the 

goods produced are a happy benefit to 

working in the garden, with the main 

purpose being the positive, successful 

connection between the campus and 

the community. 

The campus community garden is 

approximately 3000 square feet, divided 
into individual plots and areas,While 

some expected that vandalism and theft 

would be a problem, the greatest threat 
is the rabbits that enjoy all the garden 

has to offer. Ideally, the garden will 

remain unfenced and become a future 

site for other community involvement 

like impromptu art installations. The 

space is being transformed into one 

where the connection to nature is easily 

accessible. It includes an outdoor 
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classroom, rainwater catchment system, 

and a permaculture food forest for the 

harvesting of indigenous species like 

mushrooms and huckleberries. The garden 

project aims to display the prolific 

abundance possible within the urban 

environment, and the sustainable methods 

of establishing such a system based on 

local resources and progressive solutions. 

Dozens of community members, 
attracted through newspaper releases, 
radio shorts, group e-mail, student's 
Solutions web site (solutions.viu.ca) and 
word of mouth, regularly participate in 
garden activities and assist the students 
in constructing raised garden beds and a 

tool shed, all with recycled and local 
materials. The local community has also 

been active in the ongoing "Food Film 
Forums", consisting of free movie nights 
and discussion groups. In addition, the 
campus group recently held a day-long 
Sustainability Fair that included speakers 
and demonstrations on food security. 
Finally, with collaboration between local 
food enthusiasts, faculty, students, university 
facilities and the wider community, the 
small on-campus initiative has grown to 
promote participation in the local 
community farmers' market, extend 
urban farming onto other land parcels 
in the Nanaimo area, and educate and 
support local initiatives. 

Eventually, the produce (excluding 
personal plots) will be available to 
anyone, with excess produce gleaned 
and donated to local food banks and 
shelters.  The coming year may also see 
the expansion from a garden plot to an 
urban farm with the introduction of 
chickens on campus. As for lessons 
learned, the largest was: start small - the 
amount of produce that can be developed 
in a small area is amazing! As well, a 



great deal of flexibility was required in 
setting timelines, collaborating with 
numerous groups and individuals, and 
setting out volunteer expectations. 
Celebrations at each step in the process 
and adherence to a shared vision also 
assisted in making the launching of the 
campus community garden a success. 

Ideally, this garden project will be another 
solid link between the campus and 
surrounding community, providing a 
means of increasing social cohesion 
among students and people in the 
university area. Students continue to 
refine the project through ongoing 
outreach to the greater community and 
relevant interest groups, including 
growers, food processors, distributors, 
advertisers, wholesalers, transporters, 
retailers, consumers, and governments; 
and to encourage the development of 
more supportive local government 
policies and by laws affecting food 
security within cities. 

Gardens provide a place for the entire 
community to feel a sense of ownership 
and accomplishment, acting to reduce 
our impacts on our natural environment. 
This has inspired more VIU students and 
employees to expand on what our campus 
can provide, exemplifying a place where 
the entire community can feel a sense 
of ownership and accomplishment, while 
reducing impacts on our natural 
environment. 

Conclusion 

The production and distribution of food 
is seldom considered by most urbanites. 
Unless citrus fruit becomes unavailable 
in December, or squash in May, food 
security has little impact on the 
consciousness of most Canadian urban 
populations. The urban environment has 
allowed us to detach ourselves from the 
origins of our surrounding necessities. 
However, transportation, water systems, 
and waste management all factor into 
the total energy that provides us with 
our modern conveniences, particularly 
food. Steps are being taken to re-Iocalize 
our resources and resourcing, and the 
work of this small campus group at 
Vancouver Island University is one 
attempt to remedy the disconnect 
between agriculture and urban life . •  
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