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What role does the Ontario Food Terminal play in the province’s foodshed? 

What is the position of the wholesale Terminal–a public institution–in the city’s food system? 

How does the produce coming through the supply chains of the Ontario Food Terminal support

neighbourhood food access?

To study the Terminal’s role in supplying the independent retail sector, which can be seen by

some as secondary to big box supermarkets.

To understand how the Terminal has an impact on food access in Toronto neighbourhoods.

To define the Ontario Food Terminal’s role in the city’s foodscape.

The Ontario Food Terminal supplies fresh produce to a variety of retail establishments in the city

that support neighbourhood food access. These include the green grocers of main streets such as

Bloor, Danforth, and Yonge, the many mid-sized independent grocery stores in neighbourhoods

across the city, as well as smaller sellers such as produce peddlers.

We asked:

1.

2.

3.

Main objectives of this research: 

1.

2.

3.

Methods:

Qualitative research methods were employed. Observational data were generated during regular

site visits to the Terminal throughout the growing season of 2022 and at retailers across the city.

Interviews were also conducted with a variety of food systems actors between the spring of 2020

and the early fall of 2022.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



The Ontario Food Terminal’s steady supply of fresh fruits and vegetables from Ontario farms, as

well as imported goods from the United States, Mexico and further afield, provide

neighbourhoods in the city with access to healthy food choices. 

The Ontario Food Terminal serves a diverse retail landscape and widens neighbourhood food

access in Toronto while supporting farmers in rural Ontario.

The Ontario Food Terminal supplies produce to a range of retailers who serve ethno-cultural and

community needs. 

This includes Toronto’s mobile food peddlers who bring culturally-appropriate fruits and

vegetables to people in lower-income communities in a way that their customers report to be

convenient and affordable.

The Ontario Food Terminal is vulnerable to the risk posed by extreme weather endangering the

power supply to the Terminal (Zeuli et al. 2018). Further, the Ontario Food Terminal is vulnerable

to transportation interruptions, including fuel shortages and border closures, due to its heavy

reliance on trucks for distribution. 

There is a need to evaluate whether the produce sold at the Ontario Food Terminal has been

grown with sustainable methods to best support a planet-friendly diet promoted by

international organizations such as EAT Lancet as well as the Canada Food Guide.

Condominiums and townhouses are planned in the vicinity of the Ontario Food Terminal. Our

research underlines the significance of this public infrastructure in the growing city and the

potential challenges that residential densification in the area may pose for its functioning.

With housing construction on the rise, it is imperative that municipal and provincial

governments consider how to build communities with equitable, healthy food access to all

residents. This includes considering neighbourhood food access and understanding the role of

the existing food system infrastructure in the context of designing and redesigning

communities. 

The Ontario Food Terminal is a marketplace for produce grown on Ontario Farms. Housing

policies that encroach upon farmland, including peri-urban agricultural land, Greenbelt land as

well as farms further afield from the Greater Toronto Area, endanger food access in the City of

Toronto and the province in general. Any changes to agricultural land use policy must consider

the Ontario Food Terminal and its role in the province’s food security.

Main findings:

Vulnerabilities:

Policy Recommendations:

This working paper reports on some initial findings in our multi-year project. Our research is

ongoing and we continue to investigate the sociopolitical dynamics of these produce supply chains. 
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THE ONTARIO FOOD TERMINAL MAP  
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INTRODUCTION: A
PUBLIC WHOLESALE
MARKET
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The best view of the Ontario Food Terminal is  from the westbound lanes of the Gardiner

Expressway,  just past the Humber River.  But the sprawling parking lot and loading bays are all

you’l l  see of this important piece of public infrastructure.  Inside is  a bustl ing wholesale

marketplace where many of the fresh fruits and vegetables that feed the people of Toronto are

bought and sold,  Sunday through Friday.

 The Terminal opened in 1954 when the provincial  government of the time moved wholesale

produce sellers from Toronto’s downtown St.  Lawrence Market to the suburbs.  Since then, fresh

fruits and vegetables have arrived by rail  and truck,  from farms in Ontario,  the United States and

around the world.

 The global supply chains of the food system have changed a lot over the almost 70 years that the

Terminal has been in operation,  but the purpose of the institution has not.  Our research into

produce supply chains in Toronto found that the Terminal continues to play a key role in the city,

supporting access to fresh fruits and vegetables in a variety of neighbourhoods.  It  also supplies

produce to consumers all  over Ontario,  Atlantic Canada and into the United States.  Today,  there

are 20 produce wholesale companies with leases that enable them to operate out of the Terminal .

According to Terminal staff ,  250-300 Ontario farmers rent stalls  in the area of the facil ity called

the Farmers’  Market and farm dealers sell  local produce from other farms in the province.  The

Terminal reports that 2 bil l ion pounds of food passes through the facil ity every year.  

 Every night,  starting not long after midnight,  dozens of large tractor trailers begin to arrive at

the gates on the Queensway.  Then over the course of the early morning hours,  buyers from a

variety of food businesses arrive to purchase the goods they need for the day.  These include

grocery stores,  small  vegetable merchants,  caterers,  restaurants,  cafés,  institutional food

procurers,  jobbers who sell  wholesale to various clients,  prepared-food producers,  and many

other food-related industries.  I f  you purchase fruits and vegetables at an independent grocer or

neighbourhood produce-seller ,  eat at the city’s  many independent restaurants,  or order food from

a local catering company,  your diet includes fresh fruits and vegetables that have passed through

the Ontario Food Terminal .

 This report communicates research,  conducted between spring 2020 and fall  2022 on the Ontario

Food Terminal and its produce supply chains,  by The Food Health Ecosystems Lab at Toronto

Metropolitan University.  We conducted interviews during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic

and continued as businesses adapted to the current situation.

 Our evidence suggests that this public institution is a crit ical  piece of urban infrastructure,

supporting access to fresh fruits and vegetables in neighborhoods across the city.  That’s because

the supply chains of the Ontario Terminal sell  produce to a wide range of independent food

businesses.  These include independent grocers and restaurants,  and also smaller businesses that

are part of the city’s  food system, such as neighbourhood vegetable peddlers who bring

affordable foods to some of the city’s  lowest-income communities.  In our research,  we focus on

the independent retail  sector that is  often seen as secondary to the big box supermarkets run by

the major Canadian and American brands,  but whom we observe play a vital  role in the city’s

foodscape.



This study of the produce supply chains at the Ontario Food

Terminal emerged out of research conducted during the first year

and a half of the COVID-19 pandemic. In our initial study we found

that the produce supply chains that bring fruits and vegetables to

the people of Toronto through the facility were not interrupted by

the spread of the novel virus. While much of society shut down, the

Ontario Food Terminal continued to operate. Terminal staff and the

various food businesses navigated the many public health and

logistical challenges. There were some product shorts, however,

there were no fruit and vegetable shortages in these supply chains.

At the same time, other researchers were documenting rising rates

of food insecurity in the city (Ayer, 2020; Men & Tarasuk, 2021). It

became clear that while there were plenty of fruit and vegetables in

the neighbourhood grocery stores and independent chains that

work out of the Terminal, not everybody could buy them. This

prompted us to ask questions such as, what role does the Ontario

Food Terminal play in the city’s foodshed? The big box supermarkets

have their own supply chains and only sometimes source produce at

the Terminal. So what is the role of the wholesale Terminal–a public

institution–in the city’s food system, at almost 70 years old? And do

the fruits and vegetables that come through supply chains of the

Ontario Food Terminal support neighbourhood food access, or not?
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R e s e a r c h  q u e s t i o n

R e s e a r c h  M e t h o d s

T o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l  i n
T o r o n t o ’ s  f o o d  s u p p l y  c h a i n ,  w e  c o n d u c t e d  r e g u l a r  s i t e
v i s i t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  g r o w i n g  s e a s o n  o f  2 0 2 2 .  A
r e s e a r c h e r  m a d e  e a r l y  m o r n i n g  v i s i t s ,  w h e n  t h e  T e r m i n a l
i s  m o s t  b u s y ,  t o  g e n e r a t e  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  d a t a  a n d  t o  b e s t
u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  t h e  s i t e  w o r k s .  Q u a l i t a t i v e  r e s e a r c h
m e t h o d s  w e r e  e m p l o y e d ,  s u c h  a s  t a k i n g  p h o t o g r a p h s  o f
v e n d o r s ’  s t a n d s  a n d  p r o d u c e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  c o n v e r s a t i o n s
w i t h  f a r m e r s  a n d  v e n d o r s .  V i s i t s  t o  t h e  w a r e h o u s e  a n d
c o o l e r  s u p p l e m e n t e d  t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  d a t a .  F u r t h e r
i n t e r v i e w s  w e r e  c o n d u c t e d  b e t w e e n  t h e  s p r i n g  o f  2 0 2 0
a n d  t h e  e a r l y  f a l l  o f  2 0 2 2  w i t h  a  v a r i e t y  o f  f o o d  s y s t e m s
a c t o r s ,  f r o m  w h o l e s a l e r s  t o  r e t a i l e r s  t o  l o g i s t i c s  e x p e r t s .
W e  a l s o  c o n d u c t e d  r e g u l a r  v i s i t s  t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f  r e t a i l e r s
i n  t h e  c i t y  a n d  i n t e r v i e w e d  b u s i n e s s  o w n e r s  a n d
c u s t o m e r s .  T h e  s t u d y  h a s  a p p r o v a l  f r o m  t h e  T o r o n t o
M e t r o p o l i t a n  U n i v e r s i t y  R e s e a r c h  E t h i c s  B o a r d  ( 2 0 2 1 - 4 9 3 ) .
F o l l o w i n g  r e s e a r c h  e t h i c s  p r o t o c o l ,  w e  p r o t e c t  t h e
c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  o f  r e s e a r c h  p a r t i c i p a n t s .
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I n  2 0 1 0 ,  t h e  C i t y ’ s  B o a r d  o f  H e a l t h  a d o p t e d  t h e  T o r o n t o  F o o d  S t r a t e g y  t o
s u p p o r t  a c c e s s  t o  h e a l t h y ,  a f f o r d a b l e  a n d  c u l t u r a l l y  d i v e r s e  f o o d .  T h e  s t r a t e g y
p r o m o t e s  p o l i c y  t o  s u p p o r t  a n  u r b a n  f o o d  s y s t e m  t h a t  i s  s o c i a l l y  j u s t ,  f i g h t s
c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  a n d  l o o k s  a f t e r  t h e  w e l f a r e  o f  c i t i z e n s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e
e n v i r o n m e n t .  T o r o n t o ’ s  F o o d  S t r a t e g y  i s  n o w  i n  a  t r a n s i t i o n a l  p h a s e  d u e  t o
t h e  f o o d  s e c u r i t y  i s s u e s  e x a c e r b a t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  p a n d e m i c  a n d  t h e  i m p a c t s  t o
r e s i d e n t s  l i v i n g  i n  p o v e r t y .  A s  s u c h ,  p l a n s  a r e  u n d e r w a y  t o  f u l l y  e m b e d  t h e
w o r k  o f  a d v a n c i n g  f o o d  s e c u r i t y  a n d  e q u i t y  i n t o  t h e  C i t y ’ s  P o v e r t y  R e d u c t i o n
S t r a t e g y .

I n  2 0 1 5 ,  T o r o n t o  w a s  a m o n g  t h e  1 5 0  c i t i e s  t h a t  s i g n e d  o n t o  t h e  M i l a n  U r b a n
F o o d  P o l i c y  P a c t .  I t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a g r e e m e n t  o n  s u s t a i n a b l e  u r b a n
f o o d  s y s t e m s .  

T o r o n t o  i s  a  s i g n a t o r y  t o  t h e  C 4 0  G o o d  F o o d  C i t i e s  D e c l a r a t i o n  w h i c h  i s  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o  c l i m a t e  a c t i o n  b y  c i t i e s .  T h e  c o m m i t m e n t  i n c l u d e s  p r o m o t i n g
a  ‘ P l a n e t a r y  H e a l t h  D i e t ’  t o  m e e t  c i t i z e n s ’  n u t r i t i o n a l  n e e d s  w h i l e  r e d u c i n g
e m i s s i o n s .

I n  D e c e m b e r  2 0 1 9 ,  T o r o n t o ' s  M e d i c a l  O f f i c e r  o f  H e a l t h  –  D r .  E i l e e n  d e  V i l l a  –
s i g n e d  t h e  W o r l d  R e s o u r c e s  I n s t i t u t e ' s  C o o l  F o o d  P l e d g e  -  a  c o m m i t m e n t  t o
r e d u c e  t h e  g r e e n h o u s e  g a s  e m i s s i o n s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  f o o d  t h a t  t h e  C i t y
p r o c u r e s  b y  2 5  p e r c e n t  b y  2 0 3 0  r e l a t i v e  t o  2 0 1 5 .

I n  2 0 2 1 ,  t h e  C i t y  C o u n c i l  a p p r o v e d  t h e  f i r s t  C a n a d i a n  ‘ B l a c k  F o o d  S o v e r e i g n t y
P l a n ’  f o r  T o r o n t o  t o  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  h i g h e r  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  i n
T o r o n t o ’ s  B l a c k  c o m m u n i t y .  B l a c k  f a m i l i e s  i n  T o r o n t o  a r e  3 . 5  t i m e s  m o r e
p r o n e  t o  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  t h a n  w h i t e  f a m i l i e s .  T h e  p l a n ’ s  m a i n  g o a l  i s  t o
s u p p o r t  i n i t i a t i v e s ,  l e d  b y  t h e  B l a c k  c o m m u n i t y ,  t o  c r e a t e  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  f o r
f o o d  s o v e r e i g n t y  i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .

I n  A p r i l  2 0 2 2 ,  T o r o n t o  C i t y  C o u n c i l  a d o p t e d  t h e  C i t y ’ s  f i r s t  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n
A c t i o n  P l a n  t o  a d v a n c e  t r u t h ,  j u s t i c e  a n d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  T h e  p l a n  i n c l u d e s  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o  i m p r o v e  a c c e s s  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  f o o d s  a n d  m e d i c i n e s .

T h e  C i t y  o f  T o r o n t o  h a s  a  l o o s e  p o l i c y  f r a m e w o r k  t h a t  u n d e r l i n e s  t h e  m u n i c i p a l
g o v e r n m e n t ' s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  e n s u r i n g  s a f e  a n d  h e a l t h y  a c c e s s  t o  f o o d  i n  a
s u s t a i n a b l e  m a n n e r .

C a n a d a  s i g n e d  t h e  U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  C o v e n a n t  o n  S o c i a l ,  E c o n o m i c  a n d  C u l t u r a l
R i g h t s  i n  1 9 7 6  w h i c h  s t a t e s  t h a t  t o  b e  f r e e  f r o m  h u n g e r  i s  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  r i g h t .
I n  2 0 0 1 ,  t h e  T o r o n t o  C i t y  C o u n c i l  a d o p t e d  t h e  T o r o n t o  F o o d  C h a r t e r  t o  e n s u r e
f o o d  a c c e s s ,  a v a i l a b i l i t y ,  a f f o r d a b i l i t y  a n d  t h e  f r e e d o m  t o  c h o o s e  h e a l t h y ,
c u l t u r a l l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o o d  t h r o u g h  a  s u s t a i n a b l e  f o o d  s y s t e m .  T h e r e  i s  n o w  a
c a l l ,  t w e n t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  T o r o n t o  F o o d  C h a r t e r  w a s  p a s s e d ,  t o  r e w r i t e  t h e
d o c u m e n t  s o  t h a t  i t  i s  r e s p o n s i v e  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o
b e  f o o d  i n s e c u r e  i n  t h e  c i t y ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r a c i a l i z e d ,  B l a c k ,  I n d i g e n o u s  P e o p l e  a s
w e l l  a s  p e o p l e  w i t h  d i s a b i l i t i e s  a n d  r e s i d e n t s  w h o  p a y  r e n t  a s  o p p o s e d  t o
o w n i n g  t h e i r  o w n  h o m e s .  

P o l i c y  C o n t e x t

https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-customer-service/long-term-vision-plans-and-strategies/poverty-reduction-strategy/
https://www.c40.org/news/good-food-cities/
https://coolfood.org/pledge/
https://coolfood.org/pledge/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-s-black-food-sovereignty-plan-shows-city-s-waking-up-to-inequalities-advocate-says-1.6262644
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ec/bgrd/backgroundfile-170565.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-customer-service/long-term-vision-plans-and-strategies/reconciliation-action-plan/
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-customer-service/long-term-vision-plans-and-strategies/reconciliation-action-plan/
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2018/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-118057.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-food-charter-petition-1.6352867


For  many  at  the  Termina l ,  the  day  s ta r t s  in  the
morning  hours–somewhere  between seven and
nine .  But  fo r  the  fa rmers  at  the  Ontar io  Food
Termina l ,  the  day  s ta r ted  yesterday .  At  a round
10 :00 pm,  fa rmers  load the i r  produce  into  the i r
t rucks  and dr i ve  to  the  Termina l  to  beg in
set t ing  up shop .  Depending on the  s ize  o f  the
farm,  i t  could  be  only  the  owner  and a  he lper
who work  the  s tand or  there  could  be  up to  10
workers  he lp ing  out .  Boxes  that  have  been pre-
ordered by  wholesa le  customers  a re  set  as ide
with  handwr i t ten  notes  ind icat ing  the  buyer– i f
you  are  a  buyer  and you d idn ’ t  secure  your  box
of  asparagus  you might  be  out  o f  luck .  Many
farmers ,  and dea lers  too ,  have  regular
customers  who t rust  the i r  judgment  on
produce qual i ty  and pr ice  and order  in
advance .  At  2 :00 am buyers  beg in  to  s lowly
t r ick le  into  the  market  look ing  for  the  best
dea l  f rom the i r  pre fer red  fa rmer .  Dea ls  a re
done quick ly  wi th  l i t t le  bar ter ing  these  days .
People  want  to  be  in  and out  o f  the  market
because  t ime i s  money  for  smal l  bus inesses .  I t
i s  about  6 :00 am when the  market  i s  most
busy :  ye l l ing ,  ho l le r ing ,  and engines  on  id le  a l l
work  in  symphony .  Pa l le t  loaders  swerve  in  and
out  o f  c rowds  wi th  seemingly  l i t t le  e f fo r t  on
the  par t  o f  the i r  dr i vers .
 The  market  i s  t yp ica l l y  busy  wi th  buyers  t ry ing
to  supply  the i r  needs .  One can f ind  a  s ing le
farmer  s imul taneous ly  tak ing  orders  f rom a
dozen buyers .  By  10 :00 am the  day  i s  done .  A l l
that  remains  a re  buyers  look ing  to  barga in
down to  the  lowest  poss ib le  pr ice .  Some
farmers  have  to  take  the  loss  because  the i r
produce would  spo i l  i f  they  had to  br ing  i t
back  to  the i r  fa rms .
 Over  the  course  o f  the  research ,  the  scenery  o f
the  market  changed wi th  Ontar io ’ s  g rowing
season .  In  the  peak  o f  summer ,  the  market  was
packed wi th  f resh  s t rawberr ies ,  peaches ,
apples ,  b lueber r ies ,  and watermelon .  When i t
i s  not  pr ime growing season ,  customers  wi l l
f ind  more  produce that  can  be  s tored ,  such as
apples ,  potatoes ,  on ions ,  and gar l ic .

A  D A Y  A T  T H E
T E R M I N A L   

b y  K y l e  R e s e n d e s
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T H E  T E R M I N A L  I S  R U N  B Y  A  C R O W N
C O R P O R A T I O N ,  M E A N I N G  T H A T  I T  I S  A N
O R G A N I Z A T I O N  C R E A T E D  B Y  G O V E R N M E N T  T H A T
O P E R A T E S  A T  A R M ’ S  L E N G T H  F R O M  T H E
P R O V I N C E .  A  B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S ,  M A D E  U P  O F
M E M B E R S  O F  T H E  P R O D U C E  I N D U S T R Y ,  O V E R S E E S
O P E R A T I O N S  T H E R E .  I T  I S  S E L F - F U N D E D .  

T H E  T E R M I N A L  I S  G O V E R N E D  B Y  T H E  O N T A R I O
T E R M I N A L  A C T  A N D  T H E  F A C I L I T Y  H A S  I T S  O W N
P O L I C E  F O R C E .  

O N T A R I O  F A R M E R S

T H E  O N T A R I O  F O O D  T E R M I N A L  F E A T U R E S  A
F A R M E R S ’  M A R K E T  W H E R E  W H O L E S A L E  B U Y E R S
C A N  S O U R C E  O N T A R I O  P R O D U C E .  T H I S  M A R K E T
I S  M A D E  U P  O F  D E A L E R S  A N D  F A R M E R S .
D E A L E R S  S E L L  A  C O L L E C T I O N  O F  P R O D U C E  F R O M
D I F F E R E N T  V E N D O R S  W H E R E A S  F A R M E R S
D I R E C T L Y  S E L L  T H E I R  O W N  P R O D U C E .  T H E
F A R M E R S ’  M A R K E T  I S  D I S T I N C T  F R O M  T H E
W A R E H O U S E  T E N A N T S  W H O  S O U R C E  P R O D U C E
F R O M  O N T A R I O  A S  W E L L  A S  F R O M  F A R M S  I N
O T H E R  P R O V I N C E S ,  T H E  U N I T E D  S T A T E S ,  M E X I C O ,
A N D  A R O U N D  T H E  W O R L D .  
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W h e n  a  p e r s o n  o r  h o u s e h o l d  i s  f o o d  i n s e c u r e ,  t h e y  h a v e  d i f f i c u l t y  a c c e s s i n g  a d e q u a t e
q u a l i t y  a n d  q u a n t i t y  o f  f o o d  i n  a  d i g n i f i e d  m a n n e r  ( M c I n t y r e  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 2 ) .  P e o p l e  w h o
a r e  f o o d  i n s e c u r e  t e n d  t o  e a t  f e w e r  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  ( D a c h n e r  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 0 ;
K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 0 3 ;  K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 0 8 ;  R i c c i u t o  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 6 ) .  I n
C a n a d a ,  a  l o w  i n c o m e  m e a n s  a  p e r s o n  h a s  l e s s  p u r c h a s i n g  p o w e r  t o  b u y  h e a l t h y
f o o d s  ( R i c c i u t o  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 6 ) .  F r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  c a n  b e  c o s t l i e r  t h a n  l e s s  h e a l t h y
f o o d  o p t i o n s  ( D a c h n e r  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 0 ;  H u t c h i n s o n  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 2 1 ;  K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,
2 0 0 3 ;  O l s t a d  e t  a l . ,  2 0 2 1 ;  R i c c i u t o  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  A  h i g h e r  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  e n e r g y -
d e n s e ,  u l t r a  p r o c e s s e d  f o o d s  c a n  l e a d  t o  n u t r i t i o n a l  d e f i c i e n c i e s  a n d  o t h e r  h e a l t h
i m p a c t s  ( D a c h n e r  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 0 ;  H u t c h i n s o n  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 2 1 ;  K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,
2 0 0 8 ) .  

I n  T o r o n t o ,  1  i n  5 ,  o r  1 8 . 5 %  o f  h o u s e h o l d s ,  r e p o r t e d  e x p e r i e n c i n g  s o m e  l e v e l  o f  f o o d
i n s e c u r i t y  i n  2 0 1 7  ( C i t y  o f  T o r o n t o ,  2 0 1 9 ) .  T h i s  i s  a  m a j o r  p u b l i c  h e a l t h  i s s u e .  F o o d
i n s e c u r i t y  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  p o o r  p h y s i c a l  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  h i g h  b u r d e n  o n  h e a l t h
c a r e  a n d  a d v e r s e  h e a l t h  c o n d i t i o n s  ( M c I n t y r e  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 2 ;  S t - G e r m a i n  &  T a r a s u k ,
2 0 1 7 ) .

I n c o m e  a n d  p o v e r t y  s t a t u s  a r e  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  p r e d i c t o r s  o f  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y – a s  i n c o m e
d e c r e a s e s ,  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  a n d  s e v e r i t y  o f  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  r i s e s  ( D u b e l t - M o r o z  e t  a l . ,
2 0 2 2 ;  F a f a r d  S t - G e r m a i n  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 8 ;  K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 0 ;  S t - G e r m a i n  &
T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 7 ) .  R e s e a r c h  h a s  s h o w n  t h a t  t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  h a l v e s
w h e n  g o i n g  f r o m  l o w  t o  h i g h  a f t e r - t a x  i n c o m e  ( S t - G e r m a i n  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 7 ) .  H o w e v e r ,
i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  n a t u r e  o f  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y .  I t  i s  a n
i s s u e  t h a t  i t  i s  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  a  c o m p l e x  s e t  o f  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  f a c t o r s  a n d  n o t  i n c o m e
a l o n e  ( F a f a r d  S t - G e r m a i n  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 8 ) .  

Page  11

Photo Credit:  Jasleen Sohal 

F o o d  S e c u r i t y



P e o p l e  h a v e  f o o d  s e c u r i t y  w h e n  t h e y  c a n  a c c e s s  t h e  f o o d  t h e y  n e e d  t o  b e  h e a l t h y .
O n e  o f  t h e  m a n y  f a c t o r s  t h a t  s u p p o r t  p e o p l e ’ s  f o o d  s e c u r i t y  i s  t h e  r e t a i l  f o o d s c a p e –
w h a t  f o o d  i s  s o l d  n e a r b y  t h a t  i s  a f f o r d a b l e  a n d  c u l t u r a l l y  a p p r o p r i a t e .  N e i g h b o u r h o o d
f o o d  a c c e s s  i s  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  s o c i a l ,  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p h y s i c a l  b a r r i e r s  s u c h  a s  t h e
n u m b e r  o f  g r o c e r y  s t o r e s ,  t h e  c o s t  o f  h e a l t h y  f o o d s ,  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  c u l t u r a l l y
d i v e r s e  f o o d s  a n d  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  f o r  c u s t o m e r s  t o  a n d  f r o m  t h e  s t o r e .  W h e n  a
n e i g h b o u r h o o d  h a s  l i m i t e d  h e a l t h i e r  f o o d  a v a i l a b l e ,  t h e  n e i g h b o u r h o o d  c a n  b e
d e s i g n a t e d  a s  a  f o o d  d e s e r t ,  f o o d  s w a m p  o r  f o o d  m i r a g e .  F o o d  d e s e r t s  a r e  c a u s e d
w h e n  t h e r e  i s  a  l a c k  o f  p h y s i c a l  a c c e s s  t o  h e a l t h i e r  f o o d  w h e r e a s  f o o d  m i r a g e s  a r e
c a u s e d  b y  t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  a f f o r d  h e a l t h i e r  f o o d  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o u r h o o d  ( Y o u n g ,  2 0 2 2 ) .
F o o d  s w a m p s ,  w h i c h  a r e  m o r e  c o m m o n  i n  C a n a d a ,  o c c u r  w h e n  t h e r e  i s  a c c e s s  t o
h e a l t h y  f o o d  b u t  i n  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  i s  a b u n d a n t  i n  u n h e a l t h y  f o o d  ( Y o u n g ,  2 0 2 2 ) .

F o o d  a c c e s s  i n  T o r o n t o  i s  u n e v e n  a c r o s s  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s  ( A g i n c o u r t  C o m m u n i t y
S e r v i c e s  A s s o c i a t i o n ;  T o r o n t o  F o o d  P o l i c y  C o u n c i l ,  2 0 1 7 ;  Y o u n g ,  2 0 2 2 ) .  A  2 0 1 8  r e p o r t ,
p r e p a r e d  b y  e x t e r n a l  c o n s u l t a n t s  f o r  T o r o n t o  P u b l i c  H e a l t h ,  f o u n d  t h a t  1 7  o f  t h e  c i t y ’ s
1 4 0  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s  h a d  n o  r e t a i l  f o r  p e o p l e  t o  b u y  f o o d  ( Z e u l i  e t  a l .  2 0 1 8 ) .  T h e s e
a r e a s  w e r e  l o c a t e d  i n  S c a r b o r o u g h ,  E t o b i c o k e ,  a n d  N o r t h  Y o r k .  I n  s o m e  a r e a s ,  p e o p l e
w h o  d o n ’ t  h a v e  e a s y  a c c e s s  t o  t h e  f o o d s  t h e y  w a n t  c h o o s e  t o  t r a v e l  l o n g  d i s t a n c e s ,
a n d  s h o p  a t  m u l t i p l e  l o c a t i o n s ,  t o  p u r c h a s e  d e s i r e d  f o o d s  a n d  f i n d  r e a s o n a b l e  p r i c e s
( J a c o b s ,  2 0 1 7 ) .  S e v e r a l  i n i t i a t i v e s  i n  T o r o n t o  h a v e  p r o m o t e d  f o o d  a c c e s s  o v e r  t h e
y e a r s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  G r a b  S o m e  G o o d  p r o j e c t  w h i c h  w a s  a  p a r t n e r s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  F o o d
S t r a t e g y  t e a m  a t  T o r o n t o  P u b l i c  H e a l t h  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  p a r t n e r s  i n c l u d i n g  F o o d S h a r e
( Y o u n g ,  2 0 2 2 )  t o  h e l p  s o m e  c o r n e r  s t o r e s ,  a n d  s t a l l s  a t  s u b w a y  s t a t i o n s ,  s e l l  f r e s h
f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s .  F o o d S h a r e  c u r r e n t l y  o p e r a t e s  G o o d  F o o d  m a r k e t s  a c r o s s
T o r o n t o  i n  p a r t n e r s h i p  w i t h  t h e  C i t y  o f  T o r o n t o .  I n  o u r  r e s e a r c h ,  w e  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  r o l e
o f  s m a l l  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  w h o  h o l d  a  m u n i c i p a l  p e d d l e r s ’  l i c e n s e  a n d  s e l l  f r e s h  f r u i t s
a n d  v e g e t a b l e s ,  i n  e x p a n d i n g  n e i g h b o u r h o o d  f o o d  a c c e s s .  W e  a l s o  n o t e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s
d e b a t e  a b o u t  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  g e o g r a p h i c  a c c e s s  t o  f o o d  i m p a c t s  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y
( s e e  K i r k p a t r i c k  &  T a r a s u k ,  2 0 1 0 ) .

n e i g h b o u r h o o d  f o o d  a c c e s s  a n d  f o o d  s e c u r i t y
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Y a r l ’ s  S u p e r s t o r e  i s  a n  u n a s s u m i n g  c o m m u n i t y
g r o c e r ,  l o c a t e d  o n  P a r l i a m e n t  S t r e e t  n e x t  d o o r
t o  a  c o l o u r f u l  p l a n t  s h o p .  T h e  s t o r e ’ s  s m a l l
s i z e  c a n  b e  d e c e i v i n g  w h e n  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e
a b u n d a n t  v a r i e t y  o f  p r o d u c t s  s o l d  i n s i d e .  T h e
s t o r e  o f f e r s  p r e t t y  m u c h  a n y t h i n g  o n e  m i g h t
f i n d  i n  a  S o u t h  A s i a n  k i t c h e n .  T h e r e  a r e
p u l s e s ,  m a s a l a s ,  a  v a r i e t y  o f  I n d i a n  s n a c k s ,
r e a d y - t o - e a t  p l a t e s  o f  I n d i a n  f o o d ,  f r e s h  r a w
f i s h  a n d  m e a t ,  a n d  e v e n  s o m e  c o o k i n g  t o o l s
a n d  u t e n s i l s .  I m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  S o u t h
A s i a n  v e g e t a b l e s  s u c h  a s  d r u m s t i c k s ,
e g g p l a n t s ,  l o n g  s q u a s h  a n d  m o r e .  A c c e s s  t o
t h e s e  i n g r e d i e n t s  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  S o u t h  A s i a n
p o p u l a t i o n s  a s  t h e y  a r e  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n
e v e r y d a y  m e a l s ,  c r e a t i n g  a  s e n s e  o f  c o m f o r t
a n d  f a m i l i a r i t y .  T h e  s t o r e  s o u r c e s  a  m a j o r i t y  o f
i t s  p r o d u c e  f r o m  t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l
s u c h  a s  b a n a n a s ,  o k r a ,  t o m a t o e s ,  l e m o n ,  l i m e ,
e g g p l a n t s ,  c a b b a g e ,  p l a n t a i n ,  z u c c h i n i ,
m a n g o e s ,  a p p l e s ,  o r a n g e s  a n d  m o r e .
 
A s  y o u  e n t e r  Y a r l ’ s ,  y o u  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  g r e e t e d
b y  a  s m i l i n g  f a c e  f r o m  b e h i n d  t h e  c o u n t e r  a n d
t h e  s m e l l  o f  S o u t h  A s i a n  s p i c e s .  I t  i s  c o m m o n
t o  h e a r  c u s t o m e r s  h a v i n g  f r i e n d l y
c o n v e r s a t i o n s  i n  T a m i l  w i t h  t h e  e m p l o y e e s .
C u s t o m e r s  c o m e  f r o m  c l o s e b y  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s
d u e  t o  t h e  c o n v e n i e n c e ,  v a r i e t y  o f  p r o d u c t s ,
a n d  t h e  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h e y  h a v e  w i t h  t h e
e m p l o y e e s .  H o w e v e r ,  s o m e  c u s t o m e r s  a l s o
t r a v e l  f r o m  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s  f u r t h e r  a f i e l d ,
s u c h  a s  D u f f e r i n ,  i n  s e a r c h  o f  S o u t h  A s i a n
p r o d u c e .  S o m e  v e g e t a b l e s  t h e y  s e l l ,  s u c h  a s
d r u m s t i c k s ,  c a n  b e  h a r d  t o  f i n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  a
c h a i n  s t o r e .  Y a r l ’ s  p r o v i d e s  p e o p l e  i n  t h e
n e i g h b o r h o o d  w i t h  e a s y  a c c e s s  t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f
f r e s h  p r o d u c e  i n  a  s m a l l  g r o c e r y  w i t h o u t
h a v i n g  t o  s p e n d  t o o  m u c h  t i m e  a n d  e n e r g y  a t
a  l a r g e r  s t o r e .  M o r e o v e r ,  i t  i s  t h e  o n l y  s t o r e  i n
t h e  i m m e d i a t e  S t .  J a m e s t o w n / C a b b a g e t o w n
n e i g h b o r h o o d  t h a t  c a t e r s  t o  t h e  g r o c e r y  n e e d s
o f  t h e  S o u t h  A s i a n  p o p u l a t i o n .
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M o b i l e  f r u i t  a n d  v e g e t a b l e  s e l l e r s  b r i n g  l o w - c o s t  f r e s h
f r u i t  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  f r o m  t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l  t o
n e i g h b o u r h o o d s  a c r o s s  t h e  c i t y .  T h e  t e r m  ‘ p e d d l e r ’  i s
u s e d  b y  c i t y  l i c e n s i n g  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e s e  s m a l l ,  m o b i l e
b u s i n e s s e s .  T h e  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  b r i n g  t h e i r  o f f e r i n g s  t o
l o w e r  i n c o m e  a r e a s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t o w e r  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d
T o r o n t o  C o m m u n i t y  H o u s i n g  C o r p o r a t i o n  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s
a s  w e l l  a s  t o  l o c a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  t h e
c o m m u n i t y .  O n e  s e l l e r  t o l d  u s  h o w  h e  s e l l s  p r o d u c e  i n
m o s q u e  p a r k i n g  l o t s ,  w h e n  M u s l i m s  a t t e n d  F r i d a y  p r a y e r s .
S o m e  o f  t h e s e  p e d d l e r  m a r k e t s  a r e  s e a s o n a l ,  w h i l e  o t h e r s
o p e r a t e  a l l  y e a r  r o u n d .  

 A t  o n e  s u m m e r t i m e  p o p  u p  m a r k e t  i n  S c a r b o r o u g h ,
p e o p l e  f r o m  b u i l d i n g s  a n d  h o u s e s  c l o s e  b y  s t a r t e d  t o
g a t h e r  i n  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o d u c e  s e l l e r s ’  a r r i v a l .  A f t e r
a  f e w  m i n u t e s ,  a  t r u c k  p u l l e d  u p  a n d  t h e  w o r k e r s  q u i c k l y
u n l o a d e d  s e v e r a l  c a s e s  o f  f r e s h  p r o d u c e  f o r  s a l e .
C u s t o m e r s  p i c k e d  o u t  w h a t  t h e y  l i k e d – c h e r r i e s ,  p e a c h e s ,
p o m e g r a n a t e s ,  c i l a n t r o ,  f r e s h  f e n u g r e e k ,  o k r a ,  e g g p l a n t ,
g r a p e s ,  o r a n g e s ,  g i n g e r ,  a n d  m o r e .  O n e  s e l l e r  c a l l e d  o u t
t o  t h e  c u s t o m e r s ,  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h e m  t o  b u y  t h e  l o w -
p r i c e d  f r u i t  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s – a  b a g  o f  l i m e s  f o r  $ 2 ,  a  b u n c h
o f  f r e s h  c o r i a n d e r  f o r  $ 1 ,  o r  f e n u g r e e k  f o r  $ 2 ,  a n d  s e v e r a l
k i l o s  o f  o n i o n s  f o r  $ 7 .

 T h e  m a r k e t  b u z z e d  w i t h  e n e r g y .  T h e  s e l l e r  s l i c e d  a  f r e s h
O n t a r i o  c a n t a l o u p e ,  o f f e r i n g  c u s t o m e r s  a  t a s t e  a n d
a n s w e r e d  p r i c e  i n q u i r i e s .  A m o n g  b o t h  t h e  c u s t o m e r s  a n d
t h e  s e l l e r s ,  t h e r e  w a s  l a u g h i n g  a n d  c o n v e r s a t i o n .
C u s t o m e r s  t o l d  u s  t h a t  t h i s  m a r k e t  i s  k n o w n  f o r  i t s  c h e a p
p r i c e s  a n d  f r e s h  p r o d u c e .  T h e  s e l l e r s  e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  t h e
p r o d u c e  i s  f r e s h  b e c a u s e  t h e y  s o u r c e  i t  f r o m  t h e  O n t a r i o
F o o d  T e r m i n a l  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g .  I f  t h e  p e d d l e r s  b u y  t h e i r
p r o d u c e  l a t e r  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g ,  t h e y  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o
s e c u r e  d e a l s  o n  i t e m s  t h a t  w h o l e s a l e r s  a n d  f a r m e r s  n e e d
t o  m o v e  t h a t  d a y .  T h i s  i s  o n e  w a y  t h e y  k e e p  p r i c e s  d o w n
f o r  t h e i r  c u s t o m e r s .

 T h e s e  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e s  p l a y  a  s i m i l a r  r o l e  t o  t h e
m o b i l e  p o p - u p  m a r k e t s  s u p p o r t e d  b y  n o n - p r o f i t
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  s u c h  a s  F o o d S h a r e ’ s  G o o d  F o o d  M a r k e t s .
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https://foodshare.net/program/markets/


T h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l  s u p p l i e s  f r e s h  p r o d u c e  t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f  g r o c e r y  s t o r e s  i n  t h e
c i t y  t h a t  o f f e r  s o m e t h i n g  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  b i g  b o x  s u p e r m a r k e t s .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  t h e
g r e e n  g r o c e r s  t h a t  h a v e  l o n g  b e e n  a  f e a t u r e  o f  m a i n  s t r e e t s  s u c h  a s  B l o o r ,  D a n f o r t h ,
a n d  Y o n g e .  T h e s e  s m a l l  s h o p s ,  w i t h  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  d i s p l a y  o f  p r o d u c e  s p i l l i n g
o n t o  t h e  s i d e w a l k ,  t y p i c a l l y  o f f e r  w e l l - p r i c e d  f r u i t  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  r e a d y  t o  e a t  t h a t
d a y .  T h e  o w n e r s  o f  t h e s e  s t o r e s  o f t e n  s o u r c e  t h e i r  o w n  p r o d u c e  a t  t h e  T e r m i n a l ,
d r i v i n g  t o  t h e  Q u e e n s w a y  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g  h o u r s .  A l s o  t h e y  c a n  b e  s e r v e d  b y  s m a l l
b u s i n e s s e s  w h o  a l s o  p u r c h a s e  a t  t h e  T e r m i n a l  a n d  s u p p l y  t h e  g r o c e r s .

M i d - s i z e d  i n d e p e n d e n t  g r o c e r y  s t o r e s  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o m m u n i t y  d e s t i n a t i o n s ,  s u c h
a s  I q b a l ’ s  i n  T h o r n c l i f f e  P a r k  a n d  F i e s t a  F a r m s  o n  C h r i s t i e  S t r e e t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s m a l l e r -
s c a l e  g r o c e r s  s u c h  a s  M a s e l l i ’ s  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  o p e n  o n  D a n f o r t h  A v e n u e  n e a r  D o n l a n d s
s i n c e  1 9 5 6 .  I n  a n  i n n e r  s u b u r b  l i k e  S c a r b o r o u g h ,  d o z e n s  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t  g r o c e r y
s t o r e s  o f f e r  a  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  c u l t u r a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  p r o d u c e ,  s o m e  o f  w h i c h  a r r i v e s  v i a
t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l .  W e  o b s e r v e d  i n  o u r  r e s e a r c h  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  w i d e  s e l e c t i o n
o f  c u l t u r a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  o f f e r e d  a t  i n d e p e n d e n t  g r o c e r s ,  s u c h  a s
m a n g o e s  w h i c h  a r e  s o l d  b y  t h e  c a s e ,  o k r a ,  a n d  p l a n t a i n .  O u r  o b s e r v a t i o n  i s  i n  l i n e
w i t h  o t h e r  s t u d i e s ,  s u c h  a s  o n e  f r o m  V a n c o u v e r ,  w h e r e  i n d e p e n d e n t  g r o c e r s  w e r e
m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  o f f e r  c u l t u r a l l y  m e a n i n g f u l  p r o d u c e  f o r  A f r i c a n ,  A s i a n ,  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n ,
M i d d l e  E a s t e r n  c o n s u m e r s  ( B u t ,  2 0 1 7 ) .

T h e  T e r m i n a l  s u p p l i e s  v e g e t a b l e s  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  w i d e  d i v e r s i t y  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t
g r o c e r s  t h a t  c a t e r  t o  a l l  T o r o n t o n i a n s .  I n d e p e n d e n t  r e t a i l e r s  s u c h  a s  I q b a l ’ s ,  G a l l e r i a ,
P u s a t e r i ’ s  a n d  S u m m e r h i l l  M a r k e t ,  e a c h  c a t e r  t o  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  c l i e n t e l e  i n  t e r m s  o f
f o o d  c u l t u r e .  I n  s o m e  s t o r e s ,  f r e s h  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s  a r e  s o l d  a l o n g s i d e  p r e p a r e d
f o o d s  o f t e n  m a d e  f r o m  T e r m i n a l  p r o d u c e .  T h e s e  b u s i n e s s e s  p r o v i d e  p e o p l e  a c c e s s  t o
a  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  p r o d u c e  a n d  r e l a t e d  p r o d u c t s  t h a t  w i d e n  c o n s u m e r  c h o i c e  b e y o n d
w h a t  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t h r o u g h  t h e  b i g  b o x  s u p p l y  c h a i n s .  T h e  h i g h e r - p r i c e d  s t o r e s  s o u r c e
t h e i r  p r o d u c e  a t  t h e  T e r m i n a l  a l o n g s i d e  b u y e r s  f o r  s t o r e s  w h e r e  p r o d u c e  c o s t s  l e s s .
G r o c e r s  s e r v i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r a l  c o m m u n i t y ,  s u c h  a s  I q b a l ’ s  c a t e r i n g  t o  S o u t h
A s i a n  f o o d s  a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  f o o d w a y s ,  h a v e  b e e n  f o u n d  t o  b e t t e r  s e r v e  e t h n o - c u l t u r a l
n e e d s  t h a n  b i g  b o x  s u p e r m a r k e t s  ( K o m a k e c h  &  J a c k s o n ,  2 0 1 6 ;  M a n k e k a r ,  2 0 0 2 ;  B é g i n
&  S h a r m a ,  2 0 1 8 ) .  A  r e c e n t  s t u d y  i n  T o r o n t o  f o u n d  t h a t  " e t h n i c  g r o c e r s "  a r e  m a k i n g
c u l t u r a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  f o o d s  a v a i l a b l e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  S o u t h  A s i a n s ,  w h e r e  b i g  b o x
b r a n d s  h a v e  n o t  ( P e r r y  e t  a l .  2 0 2 0 ) .

Page 15 

Photo Credit: Jasleen Sohal 

G R E E N  G R O C E R S ,  M I D - S I Z E D
G R O C E R S ,  S M A L L  C H A I N S

 
 



ANALYSIS: THE ROLE OF THE
ONTARIO FOOD TERMINAL IN
SUPPORTING
NEIGHBOURHOOD FOOD
ACCESS IN TORONTO

Our data demonstrates the important role of

the Ontario Food Terminal in the Toronto

foodscape. The steady supply of fresh fruits

and vegetables from Ontario farms, as well  as

imported goods from the United States,

Mexico and further afield,  provide many

neighbourhoods in the city with access to

healthy food choices.  We have described the

variety of retailers that make produce

available to people.  This diversity in the retail

foodscape in Toronto means that people in

many neighbourhoods have a lot of selection

when it  comes to deciding where to buy their

groceries.  In particular ,  the Ontario Food

Terminal is  vital  in supplying a network of

produce peddlers with their merchandise.

These mobile enterprises have been

overlooked in past analyses of the Toronto

food system and the Food Health Ecosystems

lab will  continue to research them to better

understand the role they play.  However,  it  is

clear from our initial  analysis that the

peddlers bring culturally-appropriate fruits

and vegetables to people in a way that their

customers report to be convenient and

affordable.  Notably,  these peddlers source

their produce from the same wholesale

marketplace as high-priced stores.  

The small  greengrocers and medium-sized

grocery stores,  as well  as the peddlers,  play

an important role in providing a customer

base for mid-sized Ontario farms via the

Terminal .  Other studies have documented

that it  is  challenging if  not impossible for

mid-sized and small  farms to supply the

major supermarket chains (McCallum,

Campbell  & MacRae, 2014) .  

These Ontario farms do not grow food in high

enough volumes to supply the big box stores,

nor do the corporate contracts of the

supermarkets typically work for smaller and

mid-sized producers.  The wholesale market,

where wholesale businesses and farmers sell

shoulder-to-shoulder every day,  means that

food sold later in the morning will  cost less.

As we observed, deals are made as the clock

ticks towards noon in order to move the

perishables and make space for tomorrow’s

load. We also observed how these deals are

passed onto the consumer,  for example by

the vegetable peddlers,  whose business

model is  to sell  low-cost produce in lower-

income communities.  Further,  the smaller

retail  and mid-sized grocers better serve

ethno-cultural and community needs,  as we

observed and others have documented

(Komakech & Jackson, 2016;  Manekar,  2002;

Bégin & Sharma, 2018).  Thus,  the Ontario

Food Terminal ,  in serving a diverse retail

landscape, widens neighbourhood food

access and supports both rural and urban

Ontario.  

Fruits and vegetables are key to a healthy

diet and support health in many ways.  When

people cook with fruits and vegetables,  they

also have an opportunity to practice their

food culture and connect with family,  as is

promoted by Canada’s Food Guide.  While our

report focuses on the City of Toronto,  many

produce buyers at the Terminal supply fresh

fruits and vegetables to cities across the

province of Ontario,  the north,  and the

Atlantic provinces also.  Thus the food system

benefits of the Terminal extend beyond the

city to benefit  the province at large.
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https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/


VULNERABILITIES AT
THE TERMINAL

In 2019, it was reported in the media that the province was

considering selling the Ontario Food Terminal to a private

company to run, or sell its 40 acres of land to developers.

This episode made Ontario’s food system stakeholders

aware of the impact of possible future changes by

government to the Terminal. Research participants

frequently spoke about this incident and underlined the

importance of protecting the Terminal.

In 2018, a report prepared by external consultants for

Toronto Public Health flagged risks posed by extreme

weather that could hinder operations, specifically water

damage to the power supply due to the location of

electrical infrastructure (Zeuli, Nijhuis, Gerson-Nieder, 2018).

While the Terminal is in a waterfront neighbourhood, its

location on the border of the Mimico Creek watershed

means it is not at risk of riverine flooding, as per the Toronto

Region Conservation Authority’s Flood Plain map. This map

was drawn using data from Hurricane Hazel, a major

regional storm that took place in 1954, the same year the

Terminal was opened. Further, the Ontario Food Terminal is

vulnerable to transportation interruptions, including fuel

shortages and border closures, due to its heavy reliance on

trucks for distribution. Despite the successful adaptation to

the pandemic at the Terminal, there remains logistical

vulnerabilities.

Recent research (IPCC, 2019; Willett et al., 2019) underlines

the significant contribution of the industrial food system to

greenhouse gas emissions, environmental destruction and

to climate change. The City of Toronto’s own policy supports

a sustainable food system that is in line with the C40/Milan

Food Policy Pact/Food Charter. A plant-based diet is

promoted as a planetary diet, which leads to a greater

reliance on fresh produce. However, other research has

underlined the importance of evaluating how sustainable

the farming systems are that produce fruit and vegetables.

It is challenging, if not impossible, to evaluate at the Ontario

Food Terminal whether the produce sold has been grown

with truly sustainable methods. In a sustainable food

system, the role of wholesalers could be to ensure that food

sold is indeed sustainably grown.
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https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-food-terminal-stay-hardeman-ford-1.5203623
https://canadiangrocer.com/independents-react-prospect-ontario-food-terminal-sale


Policy Recommendations
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H o u s i n g  c o n s t r u c t i o n  i s  o n  t h e  r i s e  i n  t h e  c i t y .  O v e r
t h e  l a s t  y e a r  a l o n e ,  t h e r e  h a s  b e e n  a  4  p e r c e n t  r i s e
i n  h o u s i n g  s t a r t s  ( C a n a d a  M o r t g a g e  a n d  H o u s i n g
C o r p o r a t i o n ,  2 0 2 2 ) .  A s  n e w  c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e  b u i l t
a n d  o l d e r  o n e s  a r e  d e n s i f i e d  i t  i s  i m p e r a t i v e  t h a t
m u n i c i p a l  a n d  p r o v i n c i a l  g o v e r n m e n t s  c o n s i d e r  h o w
t o  b u i l d  c o m m u n i t i e s  w i t h  e q u i t a b l e ,  h e a l t h y  f o o d
a c c e s s  t o  a l l  r e s i d e n t s .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  c o n s i d e r i n g
f o o d  a c c e s s  w h e n  d e s i g n i n g  n e w  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s
a n d  a d d i n g  h o u s i n g  t o  e x i s t i n g  o n e s .  I t  a l s o  i n v o l v e s
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  f o o d  s y s t e m  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e
t h a t  i s  a l r e a d y  i n  o p e r a t i o n .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,
c o n d o m i n i u m s  a n d  t o w n h o u s e s  a r e  p l a n n e d  a r o u n d
t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l .  O u r  r e s e a r c h ,  t h a t
d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  o f  t h e  O n t a r i o
F o o d  T e r m i n a l  i n  s u p p o r t i n g  n e i g h b o u r h o o d  f o o d
a c c e s s ,  u n d e r l i n e s  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h i s  p u b l i c
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  i n  t h e  g r o w i n g  c i t y .  J u s t  l i k e  t h e
R e d p a t h  S u g a r  F a c t o r y  h a s  b e e n  c o n s i d e r e d  i n
w a t e r f r o n t  d e s i g n ,  a  r e d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e
Q u e e n s w a y  a r e a  s i m i l a r l y  n e e d s  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e
i n d u s t r i a l  n e e d s  o f  t h i s  s i t e  s u c h  a s  t h e  t r u c k  t r a f f i c
t h a t  a r r i v e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  n i g h t .  T h i s  w i l l  e n s u r e  t h a t
t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  a r e a ’ s  f u t u r e  r e s i d e n t s  a r e
b a l a n c e d  w i t h  t h e  f o o d  a c c e s s  n e e d s  o f  t h e  c i t y  a n d
p r o v i n c e .

F u r t h e r ,  t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l  i s  a  m a r k e t p l a c e
f o r  p r o d u c e  g r o w n  o n  O n t a r i o  f a r m s .  H o u s i n g
p o l i c i e s  t h a t  e n c r o a c h  u p o n  f a r m l a n d ,  i n c l u d i n g
p e r i  u r b a n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a n d ,  G r e e n b e l t  l a n d  a s  w e l l
a s  f a r m s  f u r t h e r  a f i e l d ,  e n d a n g e r  f o o d  a c c e s s  i n  t h e
C i t y  o f  T o r o n t o  a n d  t h e  p r o v i n c e  i n  g e n e r a l .  A n y
c h a n g e s  t o  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a n d  u s e  p o l i c y  m u s t
c o n s i d e r  t h e  O n t a r i o  F o o d  T e r m i n a l  a n d  i t s  r o l e  i n
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