May 11, 2011

Supply Management Provides Us All with Local Food

For local food enthusiasts, spring is an exciting time, as long dormant plants come back to life and make their way to our dinner plates.  Among the first to make its reappearance is asparagus and I recently had my first taste of the tender shoots in almost a year.  

I do not sell asparagus but my neighbour down the road has a couple of acres for the local market. His problem – the cheap imports readily available in the local supermarket throughout the year and throughout his short harvest period.  If the crop is good in Ontario, his price will go down.  If there is more asparagus than the fresh market can use at any point this season, asparagus growers have few options as there is no major asparagus processing left in the province.  This is not an unusual story for vegetable growers.  Vegetable farmers have no way to stop the import of food we can grow here and there is little vegetable processing left in the province.  Next month the same neighbour will have local strawberries for sale - it will be the same story all over again.

As seasonal farmers' markets open this spring and summer, many of us farmer-vendors will find new vendors setting up stalls at our market and  each of us will wonder if there will be a corresponding increase in the number of shoppers willing to make their food choices around inconvenience (a market that is only open four hours a week), as opposed to the convenience of the supermarket.  When we hit those gluts of produce, will we as farmers stand together to keep the prices above our cost of production, or will one of us decide we need to get rid of our table full of produce, and start a downward price spiral for all of us because we have over-supplied our market?

I sell vegetables to a very local market but I know most people in my neighbourhood, buy most, if not all, of their food at one of the three supermarket chains in Ontario. Some of those consumers will try and buy Ontario food when they can, but many others will make other choices. The only concern of the supermarket itself will be making money, so the cheaper they can buy it the better, with no regard for where it was grown or who grew it.

However, whether they chose to or not, most of these supermarket shoppers will end up purchasing Ontario dairy, eggs and chicken because these are supply-managed farm products. We have a system in Canada whereby we control imports of those items, and in return we do not export those products.  Instead, we control the supply - keeping the amount we raise, as farmers, to the volume of milk, eggs and chicken we actually drink and eat here in Canada. Supply management is about local food, it is about Ontario people eating and drinking food grown and raised by Ontario farmers.  It is also about farmers working together as farmers, through a farmer run marketing board, to negotiate a fair price for farmers from a couple of large corporate processors.

According to research done by the National Farmers Union, since 1988 when the Canada-US Free Trade Agreement was signed, both agri-food exports and agri-food imports have increased by about 4 times.  The net farm income farmers receive for their work growing our food has continued to go down.  With our unique, Canadian system of supply management we are able to keep milk, eggs and chicken off the export-import treadmill giving us a more sustainable and a more local  food system.  Supply management is about local food, even for those shoppers who are not searching out local food.  It is also about farmers working together to get a fair price for the food they produce.
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