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About this document
In 2019, the City of Guelph and the County of Wellington 
was awarded $10 million through Infrastructure Canada’s 
Smart Cities Challenge to develop Canada’s first circular food 
economy. We call this initiative Our Food Future, and it features 
nine pathfinder projects and several Living Lab projects that 
will help us achieve our ambitious goals. This document—which 
will be updated annually—compiles details about the four-year 
initiative, including:

• Approaches we’re taking,

• Lessons we’ve learned,

• Definitions we’ve developed or adopted,

• Tools, templates and technology we’ve developed or 
adopted,

• Success stories, and

• Our performance to date on key indicators.

Accessible formats available by calling  
519-822-1260 extension 3559 or TTY 519-826-9771.
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Introduction 
In Guelph-Wellington, the majority of residents 
do not eat enough fruits and vegetables. One in 
seven households experience food insecurity. 
Meanwhile, the cost of healthy food keeps 
rising. This isn’t just a local problem. Around 
the world, almost a billion people are hungry or 
undernourished. If consumption and population 
trends continue, by 2050 the global population 
will grow to nine billion and caloric demand will 
increase by 70 per cent. 

At the same time, between a third and a half of 
all food produced is discarded or lost. Much of 
that “waste” ends up in landfill, where it creates 
methane, a greenhouse gas 25 times more 
powerful than carbon dioxide. 

We believe something better is possible. In 
2020, we officially launched Our Food Future. 
This partnership between the City of Guelph 
and the County of Wellington brings together 
approximately 127 core stakeholders, including 
local government, community groups, businesses, 
industry associations, NGOs, academia, institutes, 
public agencies and utilities.

Starting with a vision that came from the 
community and prompted by Infrastructure 
Canada’s Smart Cities Challenge, we’re 
creating a food system driven by a quadruple 
bottom line: 

• Prosperity—economic growth,

• Planet—environmental sustainability,

• People—greater social equity, and

• Purpose—a clear vision of an inclusive green 
economy of the future, valuing nutrition, 
health, diversity, equity and dignity. 

Our vision and goals

Our vision is to create Canada’s first d circular 
food economy. Using data, technology and 
the wealth of expertise found in this region, 
we’re reinventing how we produce, distribute 
and consume food—and providing a practical 
roadmap for others to follow. 

We want to ensure everyone in Guelph-
Wellington has access to affordable, nutritious 
food required to live healthy, productive 
lives. We want to create new jobs and vibrant 
economic opportunities within a circular, 
collaborative ecosystem. We also want to 
solve food problems using smart technologies, 
digital agriculture and strategies that find 
value in the material our current system treats 
as waste—the byproducts of an unsustainable 
linear food economy. 

That’s why we’ve set out to achieve three 
ambitious goals by 2025. 

1. Increase access to affordable, nutritious  
food by 50 per cent. 

2. Create 50 new circular businesses and 
collaborations. 

3. Increase circular economic benefit by  
50 per cent by unlocking the value of waste.  

To realize these benefits, we’re using nature’s 
circular approach as our inspiration.

2



Responding to COVID-19:  
Grow Back Better

A few months after we officially launched Our 
Food Future, COVID-19 deeply impacted the 
ways people live, work and care for others in 
this community. The pandemic has highlighted 
and exacerbated many of the system-level 
challenges Our Food Future aims to resolve—
from food insecurity for vulnerable residents 
to supply/demand mismatches and more. To 
support economic and social recovery efforts in 
Guelph and Wellington County, we’ve adjusted 
our goals for years one and two to include Grow 
Back Better: Our Food Future’s 10-point plan in 
response to COVID-19.

Thinking in circles 

For centuries, the industrial “take-make-
dispose” approach to production has involved 
extracting finite resources from the planet, using 
them to create consumer products and then 
throwing away the “waste.” In contrast, a circular 
economy designs out waste and pollution, 
keeping products and materials in use and 
regenerating natural systems. 

This concept isn’t new. It’s an approach that 
mimics nature, where the byproducts from 
one process feed into something else. A forest, 
for example, is a closed-loop system, where 
everything is biodegradable, consumed and 
recycled. Likewise, many traditional cultures have 
lived within their ecological means by recognizing 
that nothing is waste.

Today, a growing number of companies and 
governments are putting those principles to 
work. Now, Guelph-Wellington is one of the first 
industrialized communities in the world to apply 
a circular approach to food. 

A circular food system aims to eliminate 
waste by keeping as much energy, nutrients 
and materials as possible cycling through the 
system—and generating value as a result. It looks 
at everything from how we produce food to how 
we distribute, sell and consume it.  
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The circular economy
Circular principles can be applied to just about 
every sector of the economy, from clothing to 
computers, compostable packaging to cars. 
Here are a few global examples, courtesy of the 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation.

In New York City, residents throw away 200 
million pounds of clothing each year. In 2019, 
the #WearNext campaign encouraged residents 
to donate, repair, resell or swap those clothes 
instead, while an online map highlighted public 
and private collection points. Thanks to the 
campaign—a collaboration between the city, 
the Ellen MacArthur Foundation and several 
high-profile retailers—drop-offs at those points 
increased an average of 15 per cent. 

In Belo Horizonte, one of Brazil’s biggest cities, 
the Computer Reconditioning Centre is helping 
divert electronic waste from landfill. Here, low-
income residents are trained to refurbish old 
computers, which are then given a new life at 
“digital inclusion sites” that offer free access 
to computers and the internet. Through this 
initiative, the city has diverted more than 
165,000 kilograms of electronic waste from 
landfill since 2008.

Single-use take-out food containers are a 
big source of waste. In Australia, BioPak is 
addressing that issue with compostable 
packaging from responsibly sourced materials. 
However, they also recognize that not every 
community offers municipal composting 
services. That’s why BioPak also collects and 
composts their used containers, ensuring they 
don’t end up in landfill. 

Meanwhile, French car manufacturer Renault is 
finding ways to close the loop in its factories. 
Today, 36 per cent of a typical car coming 
off the Renault line is made from repurposed 
materials, including remanufactured engine parts 
and recycled steel, copper, textiles and plastics.

Of course, Guelph-Wellington boasts many 
homegrown examples of our own. 

Consider Zócalo Organics. The 83-acre 
vegetable farm in Wellington County is 
powered by a solar generator and committed 
to symbiotic agricultural practices—including 
mulching, using no-till techniques and 
composting their crop residues. In addition, the 
operators package their produce in reusable 
totes and donate thousands of pounds of food 
that would otherwise be wasted to a local food 
pantry each year.

You’ll also find a number of circular business 
practices at the Delta Hotels Guelph Conference 
Centre. Outside, a cistern collects water for 
irrigation projects. Inside, locally sourced foods 
feature heavily on the menus, including honey 
produced next door at the University of Guelph. 
In the kitchen, staff store food in reusable 
stainless-steel containers instead of tinfoil, avoid 
using excessive water when rinsing produce and 
carefully track all food and packaging waste.
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Approach

To help us shape Our Food Future, we consulted 
extensively with community members through a 
“Theory of Change” process. Theory of Change 
engages stakeholders in thoughtful conversations 
about the kind of difference they want to see 
in the world and what they think it will take to 
create it. In its simplest form, Theory of Change 
is a series of “if-then” statements that connect 
the dots between potential activities and the 
outcomes that stakeholders want to achieve.

We used this process to develop the nine 
Pathfinder projects described in the pages that 
follow. These projects form the framework for our 
plans going forward and capitalize on the very 
best Guelph-Wellington has to offer.

This initiative was shaped by community. 
Now that we’ve officially launched Our Food 
Future, its success will depend on continuing to 
engage that same community, maintaining the 
momentum we’ve created and securing buy-in 
from many stakeholders to ensure the long-term 
sustainability of our vision. 

Our Food Future definitions

Circular food economy: Inspired by the 
planet’s natural cycles, a circular food economy 
reimagines and regenerates the systems that 
feed us, eliminating waste, sharing economic 
prosperity and nourishing our communities. Or 
simply put, a circular food economy eliminates 
waste from the system that feeds us.

Circular food solutions: Individuals, businesses 
or nonprofit organizations coming together to 
contribute to the circular food economy through 
the development of new business models, 
technologies, products or services that design 
waste out of our food system, reduce emissions, 
expand access to affordable and nutritious food 
and regenerate natural systems.

Smart(er) city: A resilient, inclusive and 
collaboratively built community where citizens, 
businesses, public sector utilize data and 
technology to further a vision of a democratic, 
equitable and sustainable future.

Figure 1:  

Theory of Change 
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Overview of workstreams, projects and goals

To achieve Our Food Future goals, we’ve established nine 
Pathfinder projects grouped into three workstreams.

6

Workstream 1:  
Nutritious foods

Goal: increase access to 
affordable, nutritious food 
by 50 per cent

Project 1: Assess the 
Guelph-Wellington food 
environment (page 15)

Project 2: Create a circular 
food security and health 
action plan (page 20)

Workstream 2:  
Circular businesses & 
collaboration

Goal: create 50 new 
circular businesses and 
collaborations

Project 3: Establish a 
circular food economy 
innovation hub (iHub) 
(page 27)

Project 4: Coordinate 
a Harve$t Impact Fund 
funding and financing 
ecosystem to support 
circular enterprises 
(page 33)

Project 5: Foster new 
food economy skills and 
training (page 38)

Workstream 3:  
Waste as a resource

Goal: increase circular 
economic benefit by 50 per 
cent by unlocking the value 
of waste

Project 6: Develop and share 
circular business tools and 
services (page 45)

Project 7: Launch a 
“reimagine food” campaign 
(page 49)

Project 8: Increase the 
circularity of carbon credits in 
the food system (page 51)

Project 9: Increase circularity 
in municipal waste systems 
to drive innovation along the 
food value chain (page 53)

These Pathfinder projects are 
supported by a data and technology 
strategy based on a Data Utility that 
provides secure, transparent access 
to data and technology that support 
inclusive and open innovation. 
Meanwhile, a comprehensive 
engagement strategy helps create 
a shared vision and ensure broad-
based buy-in from stakeholders and 
the community.

Meanwhile, several Living Lab projects touch on  
two or more workstreams.

• Upcycle Kitchen (page 58)

• Food from Home = Food for Home (page 59)

• On-farm Digital Agriculture (page 61)

• The Last Mile Distribution and Delivery Project (page 61)

• Urban Agriculture Development (page 64)

• Strengthening Regional Food System Resiliency  
(page 64)



Grow Back Better: a 10-point recovery 
plan in response to COVID-19 

COVID-19 has deeply impacted our community. 
The closure of non-essential workplaces has 
led to job loss and income shocks, increasing 
the prevalence and severity of food insecurity. 
Disruptions to global supply chains have created 
uncertainty at our grocery stores. Physical 
distancing measures have forced food banks to 
find new ways to serve vulnerable populations. 
The closure of farmers’ markets has left 
producers without access to their customers. 

The pandemic has disrupted social and 
economic structures, exacerbating food 
insecurity and many other system-level issues 
that Our Food Future aims to resolve. 

During this challenging time, we pivoted our 
work to include a COVID-19 recovery plan. This 
18-month strategy supports our agri-food and 
social benefit sectors today and creates a more 
sustainable and resilient food system to help us 
better withstand future emergencies.

Our 10-point plan is structured around three key 
priorities.

Increasing access to affordable, nutritious 
food

1. Emergency Food Relief—immediate food 
distribution: coordinating an emergency food 
relief program supported by community 
donations (page 20)

2. Supporting Vulnerable Residents—identifying 
needs and coordinating action: collecting, 
analyzing and sharing data to determine best 
practices for serving vulnerable populations 
(page 17)

3. Get Growing—urban agriculture in Guelph-
Wellington: distributing gardening kits, funding 
community gardens and helping newcomers 
learn to grow food from their home country 
(page 21)

Supporting new and existing food businesses

4. Seeding Our Food Future—micro-grant 
project: offering non-repayable grants of up 
to $5,000 (page 31)

5. Launch Harve$t Impact Social Finance Fund: 
making funding available sooner (page 33)

6. Business Tools and Services for Food Sector 
to Reduce Waste: increasing the number 
of businesses receiving direct consulting 
services (page 44)

Taking action to strengthen regional food 
system resiliency

7. Connecting Food Producers and 
Consumers: creating a digital platform 
to help food producers connect with 
customers (page 65)

8. Enabling Distribution and Delivery Models for 
Online Food Delivery: developing innovative 
approaches for getting food to consumers 
(page 65)

9. Leveraging Food System Data to Help 
Our Partners Innovate and Respond to 
the Changing Market: identifying gaps in 
the local food system and opportunities 
to support food security and economic 
recovery (page 53)

10. Create a Food Resiliency Table—convening key 
collaborators to focus on building a resilient 
regional food system (page 9)
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Project governance
During the project development stage, the City 
of Guelph and County of Wellington held various 
workstream roundtables to support decision 
making, strategic direction, planning and 
development for the overall initiative and the 
nine specific projects. Each of these roundtables 
included broad-based sectoral representation 
with collaborators from the University of 
Guelph, Conestoga College, health organizations, 
food security and social innovation agencies, 
businesses and school boards, as well as 
residents, data and technology experts and food 
producers. These collaborators contributed 
to the success of the initiative through their 
extensive networks, service delivery capacity 
and engagement channels with residents and 
client groups. Our collaborator-led roundtables 
co-created project plans and budgets, as well as 
carried out prototyping experiments. 

How we’re structured

As the figure illustrates, a formalized Smart Cities 
Office coordinates the overall initiative. The office 
is provided by the County and supported by core 
staff from the City of Guelph. This approach allows 
us to benefit from existing municipal processes, 
as well as internal financial, legal, communications 
and project management capacity. 

The Smart Cities Office serves as a primary point 
of contact and locus of control, providing project 
management, administration and oversight 
for the execution of key project milestones 
and deliverables. The office is responsible for 
coordinating the governance system, financial 
administration and performance monitoring/
reporting. The Smart Cities Office also coordinates 
and delivers the overall communication, 
engagement and management functions, and it 
guides the implementation of technology and data 
strategies on behalf of all projects.

Data and Technology

Data and Technology

City / County 
Advisory 
Board of 

Management

City / County 
Councils

Smart Cities 
Office 

Tier 1 Project 
Management 
Committees 

Workstream 
Table 3

Workstream 
Table 2

Workstream
Table 1

Project Delivery 
Collaborators 

Community 
Steering 

Table 

Circular  
Food Economy 

Advisory  
panels
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Meanwhile, a City/County Advisory Board of 
Management provides strategic direction and 
oversight for the Our Food Future initiative, 
operating under the authority of Guelph City 
Council. It is responsible for monitoring the 
implementation of our vision and objectives, 
addressing the ongoing sustainability of the 
initiative and resolving issues where required.  

Our Circular Food Economy Advisory Panel 
provide national and international expert 
advice to our projects. This expands our 
knowledge of international Smart City best 
practices, developments in technology and data, 
innovation approaches and the latest circular 
food economy thinking.

At the project implementation level, we have 
three workstream tables. These groups are 
responsible for developing and implementing 
project plans for each of Our Food Future’s 
three goals and consist of the program delivery 
collaborators (organizations contracted or 
designated to deliver the projects) and core 
project champions. Project Leads from each 
workstream report directly to the Steering 
Committee during monthly meetings.  

Our program delivery collaborators are as follows:

• 10C—a Guelph community and social 
entrepreneurship hub,

• Biomimicry Frontiers,

• Conestoga College,

• County of Wellington,

• Guelph Neighbourhood Support Coalition—a 
network of neighbourhood groups, 
sponsoring agencies and program partners,

• Innovation Guelph—a business accelerator 
and regional innovation centre,

• Ontario Agri-Food Technologies—a not-for-
profit ag-tech accelerator,

• Provision Coalition Inc.—a food industry 
advisory service,

• The SEED—a food project of the Guelph 
Community Health Centre,

• Toward Common Ground—a partnership of 
social and health service organizations in 
Guelph-Wellington,

• University of Guelph, and

• Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Public Health.

The Community Steering Table includes core 
delivery participants, as well as organizations 
that may not be directly involved in project 
implementation but play a supporting role in 
achieving the outcomes of the initiative. This local 
community coordination table provides advice 
regarding implementation, resource coordination, 
community and stakeholder engagement, and 
outreach. The membership of this multi-sector 
table reflects principles of diversity and inclusion.

Food System Resiliency Table

To assist with post-COVID-19 economic 
recovery efforts, we convened our Community 
Steering Committee to create a Food System 
Resiliency Table. The goal of this group is to 
provide actionable, on-the-ground insights 
and support to ensure the strength and 
sustainability of our regional food systems 
during the current crisis and better equip our 
food system of the future.  This group includes 
residents and key collaborators from the Our 
Food Future network.  Together, they will provide 
advice on the regional agri-food sector, action 
innovative program opportunities advocate 
all levels of government and provide guidance 
on how program designs can better meed the 
needs of community members and businesses. 

Meanwhile, our Data and Technology team 
supports the overall initiative, establishing 
a technology ecosystem that enables the 
development of smart solutions. This team is 
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responsible for the Data Utility (page 71), 
which serves as a public trust to facilitate 
secure, transparent access to the data shared 
by Our Food Future collaborators.

Governing principles

Our governance strategy for this initiative is 
based on a set of core principles:

• decentralized collaborative governance 
approach,

• inclusive innovation – addressing equity 
issues and systemic barriers,

• strengthening democratic participation,

• creating new approaches for engaging key 
members of the private sector as expert 
advisors and collaborators, and

• working openly and transparently.

10



Nutritious 
foods
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Nutritious foods workstream
Goal: Increase access to affordable, 
nutritious, local food by 50% by 2025

We want to reimagine a “smart” food system 
that better ensures food security and healthier 
outcomes—a system that also recognizes 
equity and dignity for all, better manages 
food resources to serve a diverse and vibrant 
community and celebrates the importance of 
good food in our everyday lives. 

Pathfinder projects

• Assessing the Guelph-Wellington food 
environment 

• Creating a circular food security and health 
action plan

Indicators of success

To measure progress and success for the 
Nutritious Foods workstream, we’ve adopted 
a results-based accountability framework. This 
framework emphasizes three key aspects:

1. Results—What outcome do we want?

2. Experiences—If we achieved that outcome, 
what would we experience? What would it 
look like?

3. Indicators—What can we measure that will 
demonstrate that those experiences have 
been realized?

Results statement

Everyone in Guelph-Wellington has access to 
affordable nutritious foods

12



Experiences

Experience one: Everyone in Guelph-Wellington has physical 
access to nutritious foods

What it looks like

• There is easy access to nutritious food 
retail options in every neighbourhood

• Transportation networks easily connect 
residents to nutritious food

• Municipal buildings (such as recreation 
centres), long-term care homes, hospitals, 
childcare centres, schools, etc. offer 
more nutritious food options than less-
nutritious ones

Indicators

• Level of neighbourhood access to retail food 
outlets and food programs

• Amount of food outlets connected to 
transportation networks

• Ratio and characteristics of ultra-processed 
versus unprocessed/less-processed food 
items available in retail food outlets and 
institutional food service

• Amount and characteristics of food policies 
or resources provided enabling food access  

Experience two: Everyone in Guelph-Wellington has economic 
access to nutritious foods

What it looks like

• More-nutritious options are offered at a 
comparable or cheaper price than less-
nutritious options in food retailers and 
institutional cafeterias

• Residents have enough money to 
consume a nutritious eating pattern

Indicators

• Relative affordability of ultra-processed 
vs. unprocessed/less-processed food 
items available in retail food outlets and 
institutional food service  

• Level of purchasing power to consume a 
nutritious eating pattern (e.g., Nutritious 
Food Basket measure)

• Level of food insecurity in the region across 
demographic groups 
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Experience three: Everyone in Guelph-Wellington is equipped with 
adequate nutrition knowledge and food skills

What it looks like

• Residents prepare and eat home-cooked 
meals most of the time

• Residents have easy and free access to 
educational opportunities to develop food 
kills and nutrition knowledge

• Lots of food infrastructure exists  
(e.g., community kitchens) to support  
food and nutrition education

Indicators

• Frequency and characteristics of home 
cooked meals consumed by households

• Amount and characteristics of infrastructure 
available supporting the development of 
food skills and nutrition knowledge 

• Level of awareness and use of national 
guidelines promoting nutritious eating 
patterns across demographic groups

Experience four: Nutritious foods are marketed, promoted and 
celebrated in Guelph-Wellington

What it looks like

• Nutritious food is marketed more while 
less-nutritious options are marketed less

• Nutritious food is promoted and 
celebrated everywhere in the community

Indicators

• Ratio and characteristics of marketing 
strategies and materials for ultra-processed 
versus unprocessed/less-processed food 
options in various settings 

• Amount and characteristics of food 
marketing targeting children 

• Level of food-related media literacy across 
demographic groups
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Pathfinder project: Guelph-Wellington 
Food Environment Assessment

Project overview

The average person makes more than 200 
food-related decisions every day: about what, 
when, where and how much to eat. Taste, cost 
and convenience are the biggest factors driving 
those decisions—and often they lead to less-
nutritious choices.

We want to understand and act on barriers that 
make nutritious eating difficult. We envision a 
food environment that makes better choices 
easy, where nutritious foods are available at an 
affordable price.

This project is providing baseline data about 
the current state of Guelph-Wellington’s food 
environment, allowing us to recognize assets, 
gaps and opportunities.  We’re incorporating on-
the-ground research, surveys and GIS mapping. 

We’re also collaborating with the Guelph Family 
Health Study, which is testing new ways for 
families and children to learn nutritious habits 
early. This includes using their Family Council—a 
group of parents from families participating in 
the study—as a sounding board. 

We’re looking at a number of different indicators 
of access, grouped into four categories:

• Physical access,

• Economic access,

• Skills and knowledge to choose and prepare 
more nutritious foods, and

• Marketing and promotion of nutritious foods.

By using big-data techniques to analyze all this 
information, we’re able to understand what we 
have, what’s working well, where the gaps lie 
and where there are the greatest opportunities 
to create positive change. This project also 

includes a public dashboard to mobilize data, 
support evidence-informed planning and track 
progress toward the impact goal.

Approach

To start, we decided on appropriate indicators for 
the Nutritious Foods workstream (page 12). We 
also began determining what research projects 
will be required to collect data on those indicators 
(see the data sources section below). Six research 
projects were designed to capture baseline 
indicators of interest.

1. Mapping

Create interactive maps to better understand 
neighborhood access to sources of nutritious 
foods in Guelph-Wellington. Objectives: 

• Identify accessibility of retail food outlets, 
food access programs and supportive 
infrastructure, and

• Identify geographic priorities for improving 
access.

2. Scans

Create inventories to better understand 
strengths and limitations of existing food 
programs and infrastructure in Guelph-
Wellington. Objectives: 

• Identify characteristics of food access 
programs, educational opportunities and 
supportive infrastructure, and

• Reveal opportunities to improve or leverage 
existing assets.

3. Audits

Audit establishments that provide food to 
objectively understand aspects that influence 
food purchasing in Guelph-Wellington. Objectives:

• Identify availability, affordability and 
marketing of nutritious options in retail food 
outlets and institutional food service across 
Guelph-Wellington, and
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• Identify opportunities to encourage 
purchasing of nutritious foods.

4. Policy review

Review government and institutional policies 
to better understand how local government 
enables or hinders supportive food 
environments. Objectives:

• Identify the presence or absence of policies, 
regulatory barriers and resources allocated 
for prioritizing supportive food environments 
(at the municipal, provincial and federal 
level).

5. Community voice 

Survey residents to subjectively understand 
their experience and aspects that influence 
healthy eating in Guelph-Wellington. Objectives:

• Identify facilitators and barriers to acquiring, 
selecting, purchasing, preparing and 
consuming nutritious foods, and

• Identify opportunities to support residents in 
accessing and consuming nutritious foods.

6. Consumer behaviour

Objectively understand eating patterns in 
Guelph-Wellington. Objectives:

• Identify where people are accessing food 
and what they’re eating, and

• Understand baseline eating patterns and 
intervention levers.

We envision this project unfolding as follows:

Step 1: Define the local context 

Compile secondary data to determine what we 
already know about Guelph-Wellington’s food 
environment, who the priority populations are 
and what other information we need to collect.  
At the same time, consult with experts and review 
literature to identify possible food environmental 

interventions that have produced meaningful 
change elsewhere.  

Step 2: Establish a plan to assess the food 
environment 

Create a plan to implement the research areas 
mentioned above. Rather than reinvent the 
wheel, identify any existing initiatives that could 
be scaled up for this assessment, and explore 
potential partnerships and collaborations. 
Meanwhile, consult with experts and look at best 
practices for assessing elements of the food 
environment.

During this step, determine research questions 
and methods, establish roles and timelines and 
obtain research board ethical approval from 
Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Public Health or the 
University of Guelph.

Step 3: Assess the food environment 

With an assessment plan in place, begin 
implementing research projects, analyzing 
findings and layering information about our 
food environment to identify geographic and 
demographic priority areas.

Step 4: Communicate the assessment results

After analyzing the food environment 
assessment findings, share the results with 
stakeholders and the community. Hosting a 
community engagement event could help do 
that.

Step 5: Leverage results of the food 
environment assessment

Use the findings from the food environment 
assessment to inform the Food Security and 
Health Action Plan (page 20). These results 
help identify local priorities and opportunities, 
establish goals and targets, and establish 
processes and outcome objectives.
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Sources of data

The data we’ve identified as of August 2020 is 
mainly provincial or national, including the census 
and results from the Canadian Community Health 
Survey. Because little data exists at the local level, 
we’re using a variety of research methods to 
gather the information we need, taking advantage 
of collaborations with university researchers to 
leverage our in-house capacity.

Supporting vulnerable residents—identifying 
needs and coordinating action

Times of crisis can remind us that food is a 
fundamental requirement to meet our basic 
needs. We recognize that residents may be 
facing additional barriers to accessing affordable 
nutritious foods during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This project aims to collect information about 
those barriers. The data will help us establish 
local priorities in the short term and long term 
to prevent and mitigate secondary pandemic 
impacts and support vulnerable populations. 

Activities include developing and administering 
a community-wide survey to capture the 
experience of individuals in Guelph-Wellington. 
Questions explore the most significant barriers to 
accessing nutritious foods during COVID-19 and 
food insecurity experiences during COVID-19.

It also involves developing and facilitating focus 
groups to capture the experience of community 
partners. Here, questions explore demands 
and challenges during a pandemic, local 
food response and opportunities for system 
improvements.

Finally, it includes analyzing secondary data 
sources. Sources may include Wellington-
Dufferin-Guelph Public Health’s COVID-19 Call 
Centre logs, the Guelph Family Health Study 
COVID-19 Impacts Survey and metrics from 
emergency food programs.

Challenges and lessons learned 

Setting appropriate research parameters: 
Assessing the local food environment is a 
research-intensive undertaking. One of our 
ongoing challenges is to balance the rigour of 
our research and the granularity of the data we 
collect against practical constraints of time and 
resources. To enhance our capacity, we’re working 
with university researchers wherever possible.

Setting common terms of reference: Because 
this is a huge topic, there are many stakeholders 
involved. We are still learning who needs to be 
at the table. Meanwhile, it’s important to have 
terms of reference so that everyone has the 
same expectations. 

Terminology: Because people need to eat a 
variety of foods to create a balanced diet, it’s 
difficult to categorize any particular food item as 
“healthy” or “unhealthy.” We want to encourage 
people to have a positive relationship with food, 
rather than stigmatize choices. Therefore, rather 
than define foods as “healthy” or “unhealthy,” 
for measurement purposes we’ve chosen to 
focus on the level of processing involved, using 
the NOVA classification system recognized by 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (fao.
org/3/ca5644en/ca5644en.pdf). This system also 
aligns with national guidelines for healthy eating 
(Canada’s Food Guide). 

However, based on feedback from the Guelph 
Family Health Study’s family council, we’re using 
the terms “nutritious” and “less nutritious” in 
public-facing documents.  
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Success story: Family-friendly cookbook  
takes aim at food waste
Canadians have lots of good intentions when 
they do their grocery shopping, stocking up on 
fresh fruits and vegetables to make nutritious 
meals throughout the week. However, when life 
gets busy, it’s easy to grab takeout instead and 
leave that fresh produce to wilt in the fridge.

According to recent research from the Guelph 
Food Waste Research Group and the Guelph 
Family Health Study (GFHS), families with young 
kids throw out almost three kilograms of edible 
food each week—costing them about $1,000 
annually. More than half what they toss is fruits 
and vegetables.

To help change those stats, GFHS created 
Rock What You’ve Got: Recipes for Preventing 
Food Waste with funding from the Helderleigh 
Foundation. The researchers teamed up with 
chefs and culinary arts students at Toronto’s 
George Brown College to develop 31 nutritious, 
tasty recipes that would be easy for busy 
families to whip up—and help reduce how much 
food ends up in the compost bin. 

In the cookbook’s “2-in-1 Recipes” section, 
leftovers from the first recipe become 
ingredients for the second. Sweet potato 
enchiladas become enchilada soup, for example, 
while banana bread becomes banana bread 
French toast. “Fridge Clean Out” recipes help 
families take advantage of whatever’s on hand, 
turning overripe berries into jam or transforming 
bits of broccoli, peppers and asparagus into a 
coconut vegetable one pot wonder.

The “Zero-Waste” section features creative 
uses for ingredients that are often hard to get 
through—whether it’s a loaf of stale bread, a 
half-bunch of cilantro or the green parts of the 
leek that often get discarded. The cookbook 
also includes plenty of practical tips on planning 
meals and storing food. 

As of August 2020, the free cookbook (available 
at guelphfamilyhealthstudy.com) had attracted 
more than 10,000 views. However, does it 
actually help families reduce food waste and 
increase their fruit and vegetable intake? To find 
out, GFHS recruited 27 Guelph-area families 
in January 2020 for a pilot program called 
Weeknight Supper Savers, funded by Danone 
Institute North America. 

To determine the baseline habits of those 
families, GFHS collects and analyses their food 
waste for five weeks. After that, parents will 
attend an online cooking session with their 
children to try out some of the cookbook’s 
recipes. They will also receive text messages 
four times a week reinforcing key messages. 
A month later, each family’s food waste will 
be assessed to see if there’s been any drop. 
Meanwhile, surveys at the beginning and end 
of the study measure changes in attitudes and 
food literacy.

If the pilot shows promising results, GFHS co-
director Jess Haines hopes to expand it into a 
larger-scale trial. “It’s really exciting that we can 
engage people around healthy eating and help 
make a difference around the environmental 
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impact of food waste,” she says.

Pathfinder project: Food Security and 
Health Action Plan

Project overview

In the summer of 2021, we’ll use the insights 
from our food environment assessment to 
develop a Food Security and Health Action 
Plan in collaboration with local agencies and 
community groups. This plan will include 
an intervention strategy for developing, 
implementing and evaluating evidence-based 
programs, policies and cross-sector solutions. 
These will be designed to improve the Guelph-
Wellington food environment for everybody in 
the community and create: 

• Effective investments in community-based 
programs and policies,

• Greater physical and economic access to 
nutritious foods,

• Well-informed and empowered residents, 
and 

• Ultimately, improved population health 
outcomes.

Our vision is to create an environment where 
Guelph-Wellington residents can access 
nutritious food anywhere, will feel motivated 
to choose more nutritious foods and will know 
what to do with them. Ultimately, we want 
to create changes that are sustainable, far-
reaching and replicable.

Approach

Drawing on the findings from our Food 
Environment Assessment (page 15)—as well 
as expert consultation, literature reviews and 
other sources—we’ll develop and launch our 
Action Plan in the summer of 2021. This includes 
designing evidence-based interventions, an 
implementation plan and an evaluation plan.

We’ll track our progress as interventions are 
implemented, updating the public dashboard 
on an ongoing basis. At the end of initiative, we’ll 
re-assess baseline indicators where appropriate 
to evaluate the impact of our interventions, 
comparing them against the baseline data 
we collected. Time permitting, we would like 
to create a sustainability plan for long-term 
community priorities and impact. 

Emergency Food Relief—immediate food 
distribution

The COVID-19 pandemic has created new 
food security issues in our communities and 
exacerbated ongoing problems, as social 
distancing and the economic slowdown have 
made many vulnerable populations even 
less secure. In addition to the longer-term 
activities described above, we’ve pivoted 
our initiatives to help grow and rapidly scale 
food security initiatives to address immediate 
needs. These include:

The SEED’s Emergency Food Home Delivery 
program 

The SEED—a community food project of the 
Guelph Community Health Centre and a partner 
in Our Food Future—has shifted its focus to 
emergency food relief for those most impacted 
by COVID-19. Working in collaboration with 
the University of Guelph, the YMCA-YWCA 
of Guelph, local cooks and drivers, they are 
creating and delivering 500 to 800 nutritious 
meals daily, as well as fresh and shelf-stable 
products. 
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Harve$t Impact community donation platform

To support The SEED’s Emergency Food 
Home Delivery program, 10C launched a new 
community donation platform in April 2020—
the first demonstration project of the Harve$t 
Impact Fund (page 33)—with a goal of 
raising more than $100,000. Our Food Future 
committed to match up to $90,000 and 
provide communications support to promote 
the initiative. These funds support several local 
emergency food agencies and help quickly 
scale up emergency food provisioning to 
Guelph-Wellington’s most vulnerable residents. 
United Way and Guelph Community Foundation 
COVID-19 Community Response and Recovery 
Fund efforts also supported this work. 

Get Growing—urban agriculture in Guelph-
Wellington

The coronavirus pandemic has raised concerns 
about our food supply—from panicked shoppers 
hoarding groceries or disruptions to the global 
supply chain. This has led many people to 
consider producing more food locally by growing 
their own in residential or community gardens. 

To support this movement, Our Food Future 
launched a comprehensive urban agriculture 
program to help residents and businesses to use 
circular thinking and urban agricultural practices 
to improve community resilience increasing 
production of (and access to) nutritious food in 
urban and/or rural settings in Guelph-Wellington. 
For details, see the Urban Agriculture cross-
cutting project (page 64).  
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Nutritious foods glossary

Food affordability 

• Absolute affordability: how much it costs 
for a person to eat a nutritious diet in a given 
community compared to their household 
income (usually measured via the Nutritious 
Food Basket method)

• Relative affordability: cost of a food product 
relative to a healthier alternative (e.g. whole 
grain bread versus white bread) (Health 
Canada, unpublished draft)

Food availability: availability of nutritious foods 
within a given food retail outlet. Often measured 
by inventory-type measures and shelf-space 
measures. (Health Canada, unpublished draft) 

Food environment: the physical, social, 
economic, cultural and political factors 
that impact the accessibility, availability 
and adequacy of food within a community 
or region. Food environments include the 
following dimensions:  

1. Community food environment: the 
geographic location and accessibility of 
food outlets. Accessibility includes features 
like physical location, hours of operation, 
whether there is a drive-through option, etc.

2. Consumer food environment: aspects of food 
outlets and restaurants that influence food 
purchasing such as food availability, food 
affordability and food quality

3. Organizational food environment: food 
access in public settings such as workplaces 
and schools

4. Information food environment: food 
marketing, media and advertising 

(from Health Canada, unpublished draft)

Food insecurity (economic access): the 
inadequate or insecure access to food due to 
financial constraints. (from PROOF, https://proof.
utoronto.ca/food-insecurity/)

Food literacy: a set of interconnected 
attributes organized into the categories of food 
and nutrition knowledge, skills, self-efficacy/
confidence, food decisions, and other ecologic 
(external) factors.

• Food and nutrition knowledge: relate to facts 
and information acquired through experience 
or education related to foods and nutrition, 
including the capacity to distinguish 
between “healthy” and “unhealthy” foods.

• Food skills: focus on techniques related to 
food purchasing, preparation, handling, and 
storage throughout the life stages.

• Self-efficacy and confidence: relate to one’s 
capacity to perform food skills in varied 
contexts and situations.

• Food decisions: include dietary behaviour 
which pertains to the application of 
knowledge, information, and skills to make 
food choices.

• Ecologic (external) factors: capture factors 
operating beyond the individual (e.g., socio-
cultural influences, socio-economic status) 
and their interactions with food decisions 
and behaviours (from Ontario Dietitians in 
Public Health, odph.ca/upload/membership/
document/2018-11/food-lit-call-to-action-
booklet-sept-final.pdf).

Food security: a state where when all people 
always have physical and economic access to 
adequate amounts of nutritious, safe and culturally 
appropriate food to maintain a healthy and active 
life (from Health Canada, unpublished draft).
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Geographic/physical access: the number and 
kinds of food retail outlets where people live, 
work, play, or go to school. Often measured by 
proximity, intensity and retail food environment 
index (from Health Canada, unpublished draft).

Healthy food environment: a food environment 
that facilitates nutritious food choices, where 
the better choice is the default choice (adapted 
from Health Canada, unpublished draft).

Healthy eating: eating patterns that focus on 
the foods we eat but also on where, when, why 
and how we eat (adapted from Canada’s Food 
Guide, https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/healthy-
eating-habits/).

Nutrition: the intake of food, considered in 
relation to the body’s dietary needs. Good 
nutrition – an adequate, well-balanced diet 
combined with regular physical activity – is 
a cornerstone of good health. Poor nutrition 
can lead to reduced immunity, increased 
susceptibility to disease, impaired physical and 
mental development and reduced productivity 
(from the World Health Organization, http://
www9.who.int/topics/nutrition/en/).
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Circular businesses and collaboration workstream
Goal: Create 50 new circular businesses 
and collaborations by 2025

Solutions happen faster through collaboration. 
That’s why we’re convening people with diverse 
expertise, talent and resources through face-to-
face and online collaborations. Together, we’re 
using data, technology and innovative thinking 
to solve food system challenges and create new 
circular businesses, jobs and social enterprises. 
We’re also creating new training opportunities 
(particularly for women, youth and marginalized 
populations) to prepare local residents to work 
in the new food economy.

Pathfinder projects

• Establishing a circular food economy 
innovation hub (CFE iHub)

• Coordinating a Harve$t Impact Fund funding 
and financing ecosystem to support circular 
enterprises

• Fostering new food economy skills and 
training

Indicators of success  

Short-term

• Percentage of enterprises to report 
increased capacity and technology use

• Percentage of enterprises to report change 
in practices that embed circular business 
models into operation

• Percentage of enterprises to improve 
revenue and yield social and environmental 
benefits

• Percentage of enterprises to report growth 
(hiring, new products, new markets)

• Percentage of product processed that would 
have otherwise been wasted

• Percentage of youth employed

Long-term 

• Number of start-ups, businesses and 
collaborations to embed circular business 
practices into operations
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Pathfinder project: Circular Food 
Economy iHub

Project overview

The Circular Food Economy iHub (CFE iHub) 
serves as a hub of discovery, bringing together 
urban and rural communities to find innovative 
solutions to real-world food security and 
sustainability problems in Guelph and Wellington 
County. It fosters a living lab that promotes 
collaboration between food entrepreneurs, 
farmers, researchers and social innovators. As 
the innovation engine of Our Food Future, the 
CFE iHub drives the use of data and builds the 
necessary technological capacity to support a 
sustainable regional food economy.

This involves:

• Accelerating the development of these 
solutions by facilitating collaborations, 
offering mentoring and ideation support, and 
prototyping and piloting projects, and

• Helping bring solutions to market by 
connecting entrepreneurs to additional 
supports and collaborators within the 
innovation ecosystem, including the Harve$t 
Impact Fund.

The CFE iHub is engaging the entire ecosystem 
through:

• Circular economy design labs to 
catalyze new purposeful businesses and 
collaborations that embrace people, planet 
and prosperity,

• Direct outreach to the social/health sector 
that serves our most vulnerable populations,

• Collaboration to develop social enterprises 
that employ disadvantaged populations, and

• Public idea generation, competitive 
challenges and awards that involve the 
broader community in developing inclusive, 

innovative solutions.

Approach

1. Surface challenges

A critical component of the CFE iHub’s success 
is the web of collaborators working together to 
surface challenges and attract potential solution 
providers. Primary, community-based business-
support organizations serve as “main doors” 
through which outreach and engagement are 
coordinated and programming is provided. The 
CFE iHub’s main doors include: 

• 10C Social Entrepreneurship Hub (for social 
entrepreneurs and enterprises),

• Innovation Guelph Regional Innovation Centre 
(for scalable startups, small businesses and 
internal innovation),

• Business Centre Guelph-Wellington (for 
regional small businesses),
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• Wellington-Waterloo Community Futures (for 
rural entrepreneurs and small businesses),

• LaunchIt Minto (for rural entrepreneurs and 
small businesses), and

• Gordon S. Lang School of Business and 
Economics / John F. Wood Centre for 
Business and Student Enterprise (for 
University of Guelph students). 

The CFE iHub also includes two individual 
connectors—one embedded in Wellington 
County and one embedded in Guelph. Their 
role is to maintain communication between the 
various main doors and facilitate connections 
when problems are identified. They also bring 
the right resources and people to the table, 
including technology and data experts, research 
support, technical experts, business experts, 
facilitators and project analysts.

Meanwhile, an extensive network of Our Food 
Future collaborators helps to surface challenges 
and direct problem owners and potential solution 
providers to the main door organizations. In this 
way, the entire Guelph-Wellington community 
becomes part of a living lab focused on surfacing, 
curating and solving problems. 

The CFE iHub also surfaces challenges by 
hosting discovery events each quarter, using 
a full circle model (see “Tools, templates and 
technology” section).

For example, in December 2019, CFE iHub co-
hosted an event with Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada’s Guelph Research and Development 
Centre. The full-day meeting brought together 
researchers, small businesses owners, 
industry association members, government 
representatives and academics to discuss 
advancements in food waste loss prevention and 
businesses that are applying circular principles. 
The event surfaced more than a dozen problems 
related to labour issues, packaging, nutritional 
challenges and more. 

The following month, the County of Wellington 
hosted a half-day event with representatives 
from 25 farmers’ markets in the area. Staff from 
the CFE iHub led a session that surfaced several 
challenges around produce storage, processes 
for handling different waste streams and more. 
Meanwhile, in early March, Innovation Guelph 
held a focus group for food processors that 
surfaced problems concerning food packaging, 
water waste, organic waste and more.

2. Engage entrepreneurs with challenges

Rather than prescribe solutions to problems, 
our “challenge-based procurement” model 
invites innovators and entrepreneurs to propose 
a variety of possible solutions. This opens the 
door to more innovative ideas and opportunities. 

In February 2019, we tested this approach as 
part of the Innovation Challenge at Toronto’s 
Globe Capital Exchange. Designed to connect 
innovators with corporate leaders looking 
for technology solutions, the event invited 
innovators to propose solutions to specific 
challenges. We put forward a challenge 
to minimize food waste. The winner was 
FoodCycler: a startup that has created a 
countertop machine that transforms food waste 
into a nutrient-rich soil amendment that can be 
added directly to residential gardens.  

Tools, templates and technology used

Discovery events

Discovery events are a key to unearthing new 
opportunities. Using a full circle model (page 
29), they bring businesses and organizations 
together to surface problems, decide which of 
those problems are the most important and 
feasible to address, and identify opportunities 
to create solutions. Discovery events can take a 
variety of forms:

• One-on-one sessions, which are particularly 
well suited to larger companies concerned 
about confidentiality,
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• Bringing together multiple organizations from 
the same sector, which can help identify 
common sector-wide issues,

• Bringing together multiple organizations from 
different sectors, which can help surface 
unexpected connections, insights and 
opportunities for collaboration, and

• Small focus groups, which often allow for a 
deeper dive into issues. 

Whatever format a discovery event takes, the 
more interactive it is, the more challenges it will 
surface.

CONTINUOUS    COMMUNITY  ENGAGEMENT

2. Define/Refine Problems
Having identified a robust list of problems, we 
then apply convergent thinking to curate 
and refine the list.
The intent of this stage is to zero in on a more 
manageable list of problems to tackle.

3. Explore Solutions
Focusing on challenges with the greatest 
potential, we once again shift to divergent 
thinking to generate the greatest number of 
possible solutions.
We do this by reaching out to other interested 
parties, to participate in solution generating 
opportunities.

4. Assess Solutions
Once again, convergent thinking is brought 
to bear as we curate and refine proposed 
solutions to identify those with the greatest 
chance of success.
The most promising potential solutions and 
solution teams are then moved into the 
acceleration phase.

Acceleration Phase
5. Development Sprint
In the acceleration phase, teams will work 
to prototype and validate their solutions.
With the assistance of iHub Innovation 
Specialists, solution teams will develop 
prototypes, minimum viable products 
(MVP) and initial business models.

Acceleration Phase
6. Protoype Validation
Once a solid MVP is defined, it will be tested 
and put through multiple customer/user 
validation cycles and feedback will be 
incorporated to ensure product/market fit.
Using an agile approach, development will 
be iterative, continually extracting and 
applying learnings. 

1. Engage To Surface Problems
Employing the principles of Design Thinking, we start 
with divergent thinking.
Drawing on multiple sources and stakeholders, we 
surface problems and issues at various points within 
the value chain (from field to fork). Specifically, we are 
seeking problems that result in food waste, energy waste, 
inefficiencies, and unexploited opportunities.

Externally Generated Solutions 
Potential CFE solutions brought directly to 
the iHub and/or through partners in the 
community will also be incorporated into 
the Full Circle model during the solution 
assessment phase.

Acceleration Phase
7. Reconnect 
iHub participants will be connected 
with relevant ecosystem partners 
to continue driving their growth 
and development.

GUELPH-WELLINGTON  
ECOSYSTEM

How Do We Do It? The CFE iHub Process

Copyright © Innovation Guelph 2020 For more information please email ihub@innovationguelph.ca
Accessible formats available by calling 519-265-4495 extension 112
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Full circle model

1. Engage to surface problems—Employing 
the principles of Design Thinking, we 
start with divergent thinking. Drawing on 
multiple sources and stakeholders, we 
surface problems and issues at various 
points within the value chain (from field to 
fork). Specifically, we’re seeking problems 
that result in food waste, energy waste, 
inefficiencies and unexploited opportunities.

2. Define problems—Having identified a robust 
list of problems, we then apply convergent 
thinking to curate and refine the list. The 
intent of this stage is to zero in on a more 
manageable list of problems to tackle. These 
problems are then added to the CFE iHub’s 
challenge database.

3. Explore solutions—Focusing on challenges 
with the greatest potential, we once again 
shift to divergent thinking to generate the 
greatest number of possible solutions. We 
do this by reaching out to other interested 
parties to participate in solution-generating 
opportunities.

4. Assess solutions—Once again, convergent 
thinking is brought to bear as we curate 
and refine proposed solutions to identify 
those with the greatest chance of success. 
The most promising potential solutions and 
solution teams are then moved into the 
acceleration phase.

5. Development sprint—In this acceleration 
phase, teams work to prototype and validate 
their solutions. With the assistance of 
CFE iHub Innovation Specialists, solution 
teams develop prototypes, minimum viable 
products (MVPs) and initial business models.

6. Prototype validation—Once a solid MVP 
is defined, it is tested and put through 
multiple customer/user validation cycles, 
and feedback is incorporated to ensure 
product/market fit. Using an agile approach, 
development is iterative, continually 
extracting and applying learnings.

7. Reconnect—CFE iHub participants are 
connected with relevant organizations within 
the ecosystem to continue driving their 
growth and development.

One of the key characteristics of a living lab is 
agility. With the arrival of COVID-19, we’ve made 
a number of changes to the full circle model, 
including a total shift to online problem surfacing 
and solution generation until further notice. This 
is made possible by the addition of the Kitchen 
Table, an open innovation platform that supports 
all Our Food Future engagement and living lab 
activities. While this technology was always 
intended to supplement the CFE iHub process, it 
has now become central to the model given the 
need to limit face-to-face interaction. 
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Seeding Our Food Future—micro-grant project

To support Guelph-Wellington’s COVID-19 
recovery efforts, we’ve launched a new micro-
grant program that will provide non-repayable 
grants of up to $5,000 to individuals, businesses 
and social enterprises across the city and 
county. These grants can be used to:

• Start a new business that supports the 
sustainability and circularity of the food 
system,

• Pivot an existing food system business to a 
more circular/sustainable business model.

• Implement circular practices, systems or 
processes, 

• Create or pivot to a business model that 
supports inclusive access to nutritious food,

• Enable food system businesses to effectively 
use data and technology, or

• Initiate a collaboration that contributes to 
our tech-enabled circular food economy.

This program targets 40 new and existing 
businesses, for a total investment of $200,000. 
In addition to the micro-grants, iHub and other 
delivery system partners provide resources, 
mentorship and advisory services to program 
participants (a $4,500 value for each company, 
up to a total of $180,000). Successful applicants 
will also be eligible to apply for one of 36 interest 
free loans of up to $10,000 through the Harve$t 
Impact Fund and the Waterloo-Wellington and 
Saugeen Community Futures offices. 

Several community partners help support and 
coordinate the program, including Innovation 
Guelph, 10C, the Business Centre Guelph-
Wellington, LaunchIt Minto and University of 
Guelph. Meanwhile, we are pursuing federal 
funding to develop a second phase of the 
program.

Challenges and lessons learned 

Recognizing financial realities: Organizations 
and companies are typically very interested 
in innovation. However, lack of funding often 
prevents projects from getting off the ground. 
Many of the organizations we work with have 
identified the need for seed funding or pilot 
funding to help them move good ideas forward. 

Recognizing the value of incremental change: 
When engaging with existing businesses and 
organizations, the scope of shifting to a fully 
circular business model was intimidating. While 
almost all contacts could see the value and 
commit to making small changes, the idea of 
completely revamping their business model 
met with strong pushback. To create the kind 
of systems change we’re looking for, we’ll have 
to bring people along one step at a time and 
celebrate the incremental changes that will 
eventually lead to success.
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Success story: Discovery day workshop
We completed our first iHub discovery event 
with two community businesses: a social 
enterprise focused on equitable food access 
and a dairy processor. This was an opportunity 
to test the process, assess the value of the 
self-assessment tool (page 46) created by 
Provision Coalition—sustainability experts who 
provide advisory services to the food industry—
and begin generating circular food challenges for 
our database.

Both organizations reported what using the 
Provision Coalition’s Food Loss and Waste 
Prevention Toolkit revealed about their operations. 
They then sat down to identify challenges that 
emerged from that assessment and from their 
own experience.

Next, they zeroed in on the most important 
challenges, analyzing:

• The nature of the problem,

• Who it impacts,

• When it occurs,

• Where it occurs, and

• The value of solving the problem.

The half-day session proved the effectiveness 
of the discovery event format. It also yielded a 
number of challenges—including problems related 
to spoilage, labour, packaging, water use, food 
insecurity and impact measurement—that we 
can put forward to potential vendors and social 
innovators, inviting them to develop solutions. 

Success story: Food Fridays
On most Fridays, until the COVID-19 pandemic 
struck, 10C hosted an open forum in their 
Nourish kitchen, where people enjoyed a zero-
waste potluck lunch and discussed topics 
related to building a resilient food system. 
Participants ate together while engaging in 
informal conversation sparked by a video 
shown that day. So far, topics have included 
vertical agriculture, urban farming, shared food 
production in neighbourhoods, local food-
buying co-ops and more.

Through these discussions, we were able to 
identify ideas, connections and opportunities 
in Guelph and Wellington County. The free 
event series served as one of the “front doors” 
for iHub, helping us map local changemakers—
many of whom will make up the 50 new 
businesses and collaborations—and we look 
forward to reinstating it when pandemic 
restrictions are lifted. 
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Pathfinder project: Harve$t Impact Fund

Project overview

Great ideas need funding to become reality. 
The Harve$t Impact Fund offers a local financial 
marketplace that helps circular food businesses 
and collaborations attract financial support. 

Working closely with the Circular Food Economy 
iHub, we act as a matchmaker, connecting 
investors with change-makers who are applying 
circular ideas, data and technology to food 
problems. We help entrepreneurs—traditional 
or social entrepreneurs—access grants, loans, 
prizes or social finance investment. We also 
provide non-repayable start-up capital to high-
potential projects.

The Harve$t Impact Fund development team 
works with both funders and projects to: 

• Build relationships with funding/financing 
institutions, 

• Seek and develop de-risking mechanisms, 

• Collect and coordinate pre-qualification 
information from both projects and investors,

• Grow promising projects with early-stage 
financial support, 

• Provide a stream of investment-ready 
projects matched to institutional goals, 

• Engage support from new philanthropic and 
granted funds, and 

• Support projects throughout the process 
to achieve success and measure social and 
community impact. 

Through this project, we ensure a variety of 
businesses are developed, social goals are 
supported (and measured) and success leads to 
further success. Ultimately, Harve$t Impact will 
enable the long-term sustainability of Our Food 
Future by de-risking innovative projects and 

offering them clear paths to investment.

Approach

1. Design and launch the Fund

Financing the Fund—To populate the Harve$t 
Impact Fund, we directed $500,000 from the 
Smart Cities Challenge award: $50,000 for the 
Impact Awards and $450,000 for the Social 
Finance Fund (#SOCFIN Fund).

To date, we’ve leveraged an additional $94,000 
in grants from foundations and government 
sources.

• $20,000 is through the McConnell 
Foundation’s Solutions Finance Accelerator 
(Pre-Accelerator group)—a program 
that provides operational funding to 
intermediaries like the Harve$t Impact 
Fund that aggregate capital from investors 
to support enterprises that are advancing 
social and environmental change in 
innovative ways.

• $50,000 is from the Canadian Women’s 
Foundation Investment Readiness Program 
to establish the Nourish Women’s Enterprise 
Fund—a micro-finance loan fund that aimed 
at helping local women facing barriers to 
employment launch socially sustainable 
food ventures.

• $24,000 is from the federal government’s 
Local Food Infrastructure Fund to complete 
the Nourish commercial kitchen at 10C, 
which serves as a community infrastructure 
asset to support startups. 

To support future generations of circular food 
businesses, we envision that ventures involved 
in Our Food Future will invest in the Harve$t 
Impact Fund, either through a percentage 
of sales or profits or an annual contribution, 
membership or donation. Over the long term, 
this revenue stream from successful projects 
could help us create a self-sustaining fund. 
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Looking ahead, we’ll also encourage ongoing 
donations and investments from foundations 
and individuals by promoting the impacts of 
projects. 

Mapping the financial ecosystem—The 
Harve$t Impact will create a comprehensive 
database of funding and financing sources. 
To do that, we’re mapping the financial 
ecosystem to identify traditional and social 
financing solutions best suited for circular 
food businesses and collaborations. This work 
includes building strong relationships with 
funders. Mapping has begun and will continue 
for the duration of the project.

2. Establish funding supports

Accelerating the launch of the Harve$t Impact 
Fund  
To address immediate community needs 
created by COVID-19, we’re accelerating 
the launch of the Harve$t Impact Fund. The 
application process for awards (see Impact 
Measurement Awards, below) and repayable 
social financing loans (see #SOCFIN Fund, 
below) will begin in fall 2020, with investments 
beginning in Spring 2021. To leverage our existing 
funding, we’ll put out an immediate call for 
private and institutional investment partners.

Community donation platform 
To support The SEED’s Emergency Food Home 
Delivery program (page 20), we launched 
a new community donation platform in April 
2020—the first demonstration project of 
Harve$t Impact—with a goal of raising more than 
$100,000. Our Food Future committed to match 
up to $90,000 and provide communications 
support to promote the initiative. These funds 
support The SEED and several local emergency 
food agencies and help quickly scale up 
emergency food provisioning to Guelph-
Wellington’s most vulnerable residents. 

Harve$t Impact—Impact Measurement 
Awards 
In 2021, non-repayable cash awards of $1000 will 
be awarded to up to 10 successful applicants 
who have participated in any two of: Seeding Our 
Food Future program, R-Purpose Micro, and/or 
Harve$t Impact Cultivator Loan programs. The 
goal of these awards is to promote a common 
approach towards impact measurement and 
foster business capacity and stakeholder 
engagement towards impact measurement and 
reporting on the economic, environmental and 
social impacts of the circular food businesses. 
Awarded organizations demonstrate excellence 
in tracking impact, measuring success and 
storytelling that helps to explain the sustainability 
and the circularity of their projects. Intake for the 
Harve$t Impact awards will take place from March 
2021 to May 2021, repeating in March-May 2022. 
$10,000 per year has been allocated for the total 
prizes awarded, and we will be seeking corporate 
sponsors to enable future awards.

Harve$t Impact Social Finance Fund (HI 1.0) 
provides repayable seed investments to 
not-for-profit enterprises, businesses and 
collaborations. Our team helps projects develop 
social impact investing offerings

This fund leverages $450,000 from the Smart 
Cities Challenge, and we’re engaging local 
social finance investors—including foundations, 
businesses and government—to grow the fund 
to more than $2,000,000. 

Impact investing presents a big opportunity 
for Guelph-Wellington community members 
to invest in our tech-enabled circular food 
economy. There is demonstrated appetite. 
For example, 10C recently raised close to $2 
million in social finance investment through its 
community bonds product to purchase and 
redevelop its social innovation hub. Meanwhile, 
a survey of the Guelph-Wellington community 
investors in 2018 revealed significant interest. 
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Ongoing support—Our Harve$t Impact team 
is also available to assist entrepreneurs and 
collaborators in a variety of other ways. These 
include:

• Helping entrepreneurs pitch and promote 
their campaigns on crowdfunding platforms 
like Kickstarter and Indiegogo, 

• Helping entrepreneurs list their venture on 
the Social Venture Exchange (svx.ca)—an 
exempt market dealer registered with 
the Ontario Securities Commission that 
was created by Toronto’s MaRS Discovery 
District to match social impact projects with 
investors,

• Collaborating with banks, credit unions, the 
Business Development Bank of Canada and 
other key lenders, identifying appropriate 
contacts and core areas of interest 
and outlining ideal deal structures and 
requirements,

• Assisting entrepreneurs with financing 
applications and demystifying financing 
processes, and

• Helping entrepreneurs develop evaluation 
and reporting measures and share impact 
stories with funders, financing institutions, 
Our Food Future collaborators and the 
general public.

Social impact bonds—In the longer term, we 
plan to explore the potential of social impact 
bonds. This innovative social policy tool brings 
together different groups—governments, 
corporations, private investors, foundations, 
service providers and social enterprises—to 
address social issues. Private investors provide 
up-front capital to fund projects run by social 
enterprises and service providers. If a project 
achieves the desired social outcomes, the 
government repays the investors, plus a financial 
return out of the savings it realized as a result 
of the intervention. This allows the government 

to explore innovative policy solutions while 
reducing the burden on taxpayers. 

Depending on the social outcome projects 
surfaced in the iHub, there may be an 
opportunity to pilot a homegrown social impact 
bond in Guelph-Wellington in the future. 

Collaborative thought leaders program—In 
the short-term, we aim to assemble a “human 
library” of thought leaders and experts willing to 
share their knowledge and expertise. This could 
be a business owner who has incorporated 
circular food practices in their operation, for 
example, an urban food grower with insights to 
share, or an academic whose research could 
usefully be applied in a community setting. In 
the longer term, we plan to provide funding for 
these thought leaders to undertake targeted, 
collaborative projects related to our tech-
enabled circular food economy.

3. Measure and report impact

Investors involved in social financing want to 
support projects that achieve more than just 
financial profits. However, tracking and reporting 
social and environmental impacts can be tricky, 
particularly when it involves changing attitudes 
and behaviours. Good impact reporting:

• Tracks meaningful measures,

• Is as efficient as possible in order to 
minimize the administrative burden,

• Helps funders and investors to evaluate risk 
and impact, and

• Makes it possible to compare the social 
return on investment of different projects.

By the end of 2021, we aim to create an impact 
measurement framework that includes financial 
data but places equal importance on reporting 
social/environmental factors, linked to the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. 
The social impact measurement field is still in its 
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infancy, and the framework we develop will be an 
important resource for many other organizations. 

Our first steps are to review the tools and 
research that already exist and consult with 
professional evaluators and academic experts. 
Once we begin accepting funding applications, 
we’ll also solicit input from applicants to help 
shape the framework.  

Challenges and lessons learned

Creating a self-sustaining system: The 
$500,000 invested to date in Harve$t Impact 
1.0 will allow us to support a number of high-
impact businesses and collaborations, and we 
aim to grow that pool of money in the coming 

years. However, it will take time to establish 
a self-sustaining ecosystem with sufficient 
investment-ready startups, as well as achieve a 
self-sustaining system where loan repayments 
and revenues from successful projects provide 
the funding to support new ones. Meanwhile, 
investing in new ventures comes with inherent 
risks. Our financial model must therefore allow 
for some defaults on loans and investments that 
do not yield returns, ensuring the Fund is robust 
enough to withstand these inevitable losses.  

Ultimately, we see the need to grow the Fund 
to a substantial size—perhaps $50 million—to 
achieve the wholesale changes required to 
create a tech-enabled circular food economy.
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Success story: Harve$t Impact and The SEED’s 
emergency food access campaign
It takes a community to feed a community. 
COVID-19 has presented unprecedented 
challenges to many households in Guelph. In 
response to the crisis, The SEED—one of Our 
Food Future’s program delivery partners—is 
getting nutritious food to people who need it 
through their Emergency Food Home Delivery 
program. The program supports those most 
impacted by COVID-19, including vulnerable 
seniors, people living on low incomes and people 
with health challenges.

To support that program, Harve$t Impact 
launched its first community funding process: 
an online platform that enables donors to offer 
cash, product and services, as well as physical 
support such as warehouse space, access to 
refrigeration and refrigerated delivery vehicles. 
The goal is to raise $100,000+ in cash and 
in-kind services as part of a $1M+ campaign 
to allow The SEED to rapidly scale up free 
emergency food access to 2,000 households 
most deeply affected by COVID-19. 

This work has a cascading effect, as it helps 
The SEED’s redistribution of bulk foods to their 
partner food service agencies such as the 
Salvation Army, Hope House, the Drop-In Centre, 
Chalmers Community Services Centre, the North 
End Harvest Market and others. 

Looking ahead, we’ll provide bespoke profile-
raising services for other projects that have 
adopted circular food principles and can 
contribute to meeting the goals of Our Food 
Future.
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Pathfinder project: New Food Economy 
Skills & Training

Project overview

Capitalizing on the institutional resources, skills 
and talent in our community, we aim to provide 
food innovation education and training, as well 
as public learning labs to develop and promote 
innovative food policies and ideas.

At the elementary and high school level, 
this includes expanding existing models for 
sustainable food education programs such as 
the Centre Wellington Food School. 

At the post-secondary level, the University of 
Guelph has evolved its “Food from Thought” 
program with the Arrell Food Institute into a 
graduate-level course that sees student teams 
working on projects with Our Food Future 
collaborators. Meanwhile, Conestoga College 
is developing a new post-graduate program 
focusing on the circular food economy.

Approach

Develop a post-graduate program at 
Conestoga College that prepares graduates to 
work in a tech-enabled circular food economy

1. Conduct an environmental scan

Our research reveals no similar programs exist 
in Canada. Internationally, we found only a few 
standalone courses about circular economy 
principles aimed at executives and senior 
managers and nothing focused specifically on 
circularity within the agri-food system. 

2. Consult with industry to determine their needs

In keeping with the requirements of the Ontario 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities, we’re 
establishing a Program Advisory Committee of 
industry experts from companies that represent 
potential employers. We are also conducting a 
series of one-on-one meetings with industry 

to discuss the skills and knowledge they’ll need 
from graduates of this program.

3. Finalize a program description

In fall 2020, we plan to submit our finalized 
program description to the Ontario Ministry of 
Colleges and Universities for approval. 

Next steps: 

• Obtain academic approval from the Ontario 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
(December 2020 – January 2021),

• Obtain funding approval from the Ministry 
(March–April 2021),

• Promote the program to potential students 
(Spring/Summer 2021), and

• Launch the program (September 2021 or 
January 2022).  

Create a University of Guelph course for 
graduate students interested in the circular 
economy

Recently, the University of Guelph developed an 
innovative and interdisciplinary training program 
in conjunction with the Arrell Food Institute and 
the Food from Thought initiative, a $76.6 million 
program funded by the federal government to 
advance research and application in the broad 
area of digital agriculture. It placed selected 
graduate students in interdisciplinary teams to 
work on food and sustainability projects identified 
by external organizations in the community. 

In 2019/2020, this evolved into a formal course 
for graduate students with an interest in the 
circular economy. UNIV 6050: Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship in Agri-Food Systems is designed 
for students in the OMAFRA/UoG HQP Scholarship 
program, scholars from the Arrell Food Institute 
and scholars from Food from Thought. Space 
permitting, it is also open to any graduate student 
working on a thesis topic related to agri-food. 
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In this course, students work in groups to 
collaborate with NGOs, government agencies, 
or businesses on agri-food projects. Through 
these projects and a series of modules, students 
build knowledge and competencies in business 
development, communication, social innovation, 
project management and entrepreneurship.

It is delivered in four parts:

• Part 1—Students participate in a two-day 
workshop that provides an introduction 
to the program and expected learning 
outcomes and establishes expectations.  

• Part 2—Students undertake an eight-month 
group challenge project in interdisciplinary 
teams of four or five, working with an external 
partner on a project related to food security 
and/or agriculture.   

• Part 3—This phase focuses on mentorship 
and skills development. Students meet with 
the course coordinators to update them on 
progress and to enable skills development 
around media training, project management, 
design thinking and conflict resolution. In 
some instances, these skills are cultivated 
through direct engagement with industry 
partners on site.  

• Part 4—Students present their final work and 
reflect on the year.

In 2019/2020, 26 students engaged in a total of six 
projects with NGOs, private start-up companies 
and larger industry organizations. These included 

developing an inventory of criteria for circular food 
businesses, testing the feasibility of a food waste 
reduction toolkit for families and mapping food 
waste streams in Guelph-Wellington.

Each year, the University of Guelph’s Arrell 
Food Institute invites local partners to provide 
a proposal for a student project that aligns 
with the course objectives and is scoped 
to fully address the students’ needs and 
learning outcomes. Proposals for group 
projects are accepted on an ongoing basis, 
and more information can be found at https://
arrellfoodinstitute.ca/partner/.

Challenges and lessons learned 

Anticipating industry needs: College programs 
are intended to meet industry needs. 
Conestoga’s biggest challenge, therefore, is 
developing a curriculum to train students for 
tech-enabled circular food economy jobs 
that don’t yet exist. Nor do we have examples 
elsewhere that we can adapt. To our knowledge, 
this will be the first program of its kind in the 
world. The only circular economy courses 
we’ve found are standalone courses aimed at 
senior managers and leaders. They don’t lead 
to credentials, and they focus on the circular 
economy in general, not specifically on food.

To address these challenges, we’ve consulted 
extensively with food industry experts to 
get input on courses and topics, and we’ve 
established a program advisory committee 
made up of potential employers.
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Success story: Sharpening youth food skills 
According to a literature review commissioned 
by the Government of Canada, youth involved 
with food preparation generally make healthier 
food choices. Meanwhile, a 2016 study by 
Public Health Ontario concluded that food skills 
programs can significantly increase the amount 
of fruits and vegetables youth eat.

Chris Jess isn’t surprised by those findings. 
The culinary arts instructor helps run the “Food 
School” (foodschool.ca) with fellow chef Nicole 
Debeyer at Centre Wellington District High 
School (CWDHS), a platinum-level eco-school in 
Fergus, Ontario. Each year, about 300 students—
about a quarter of the school’s population—
take at least one of the program’s courses, 
which cover farming, harvesting and preparing 
sustainably sourced meals. Each year, Jess sees 
how much his students grow in their food skills 
and confidence.

Established in 2011, the program is comprised of 
two main parts. The Food School kitchen offers 
a sequence of courses—one at each grade level, 
from 9 through 12—that fall within Ontario’s 
hospitality and tourism curriculum. Through 
those courses, students learn how to handle a 
knife, make their own soup stock, plan nutritious 
menus and other practical skills that promote 
healthy, affordable eating. “For me, it’s really about 
empowerment,” says Jess.

When it comes time for students to demonstrate 
what they’ve learned, Chef Jess doesn’t just 
consider how well they can cook from scratch. He 
also grades them on the number of scraps that 
end up in the compost bin. “At least a fifth of the 
mark is assigned to the amount of waste they 
generate,” says Jess. 

Meanwhile, Jess also teams up with an 
environmental science teacher, Heather 
Cameron, to run the Food School farm in 
the spring semester. The program explores 
agriculture, horticulture, landscaping and 
forestry on a one-acre property near CWHDS 
surrounding a 19th century farmhouse. Upon 
completion, students receive two grade 11 
credits: one in green industries and one in 
environmental science. They also develop a real 
appreciation for the value of food as they raise 
baby chicks, plant seeds in the gardens and 
tend to the greenhouse crops. 

Community involvement plays a big role in the 
Food School as well. The program includes the 
student-run Café La Ruche, which prepares and 
serves sustainably sourced and low-waste meal 
options at the high school. Grade 12 students 
volunteer at a local food bank, where they run 
workshops for community members on how to 
prepare nutritious meals. 

And each month, Jess and his students host 
community dinners for up to 250 guests across 
the socioeconomic spectrum—from the mayor 
to people struggling with food security on a 
daily basis. “It’s become my favourite event,” 
says Jess. “You’re removing stigma and offering 
all these opportunities for conversations and 
partnerships.”

The Food School at CWDHS is one of several 
examples of high school food programs underway 
in the area. As Our Food Future grows, we’ll build 
on their successes, leveraging the education 
system to equip our youth with lifelong skills that 
will promote healthy eating.
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Circular businesses and collaboration 
glossary

Rural-urban living lab: A user-centered, 
open-innovation ecosystem that fosters the 
development of new businesses and 
collaborations that support a regional tech-
enabled circular food economy. The Lab:

• Transcends boundaries by establishing 
interaction and integration between rural and 
urban stakeholders,

• Implements shared governance structures 
and builds on existing programs and 
resources,      

• Engages in co-creation with stakeholders to 
develop business outcomes that address 
people, planet, prosperity and purpose, and

• Includes end users in discovery, challenge 
and solution processes.

Social finance: Investments intended to create 
a measurable social or environmental impact 
as well as to generate financial returns (from 
Government of Canada, Recommendations 
of the Social Innovation and Social Finance 
Strategy Co-Creation Steering Group)
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Waste as a 
resource
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Waste as a resource workstream
Goal: Increase circular economic benefit 
by 50% by 2025 by unlocking the value 
of waste

Our vision is to reimagine, reuse and revalue the 
inputs and outputs of our food ecosystem—
maximizing their use, eliminating waste, 
optimizing economic value and reducing 
negative environmental impacts.

Pathfinder projects

Developing and sharing circular business tools 
and services

Launching a “reimagine food” campaign

Increasing the circularity of carbon credits in the 
food system

Increasing circularity in municipal waste systems 
to drive innovation along the food value chain

Indicators of success

Short-term

• Percentage of stakeholders to report a 
reduction in food waste and associated cost 
savings

• Percentage change in organic resource waste

• Number of participants that engage in the 
carbon credit platform

• Percentage of households to report a 
decrease in amount of food they waste

Long-term

• Amount of economic value generated by 
social enterprises and businesses that are 
unlocking the value of waste, connecting to 
the 50x50x50 by 2025 impact goals

• Percentage change in economic value 
attributed to adoption of circular 
technologies and practices across 
stakeholders

• Amount of cost savings attributed to 
reduction of food waste across residences 
and businesses
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Pathfinder project: Circular business 
tools and services

Project overview

In this project, led by Provision Coalition Inc., we’re 
developing, curating and sharing a suite of circular 
economy tools and diagnostics that will help 
enterprises reinvent their processes and business 
models: minimizing waste, extracting more value 
from resources and reducing energy use.

These tools and diagnostics will produce:

• Baseline data and interventions for the 
processing sector, utilizing measurement and 
sensor technology,

• A key performance indicator (KPI) dashboard 
for waste, and

• Best practices for reducing municipal food 
waste.

As part of this project, we’re working with 
the World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development to pilot their circular transition 
indicators with the businesses we work with 
and to provide feedback. The Council’s Circular 
Transition Indicators v1.0 (available at wbcsd.org) 
are as follows:

Close the loop—calculate the company’s 
effectiveness in closing the loop on its 
material flows

• Percentage circular inflow

• Percentage circular outflow

• Percentage water circularity

• Percentage renewable energy

Optimize the loop—provide insights on resource 
use efficiency

• Percentage critical material (share of 
material considered critical or scarce)

• Percentage recovery type (recycle; 
remanufacture or refurbish; reuse or repair)

Value the loop—illustrate the added business 
value of a company’s circular material flows

• Circular material productivity (revenue 
divided by total mass of linear flow)

Approach

Develop baseline data for the processing and 
manufacturing sector

We’ll work with eight companies to:

• Embed circular thinking into their strategic 
planning and decision making,

• Identify food loss and waste prevention 
opportunities, and

• Implement product innovations and 
prevention solutions.

We’ve already selected two of those companies. 
Rootham Gourmet Preserves in Puslinch 
produces savoury sauces, jams, dessert 
sauces, BBQ and salad dressings with a focus 
on local ingredients. The second company is 
Guelph’s Wellington Brewery, an award-winning 
microbrewery based in Guelph. We are currently 
looking for six more companies to fill the 
remaining spots.

Business tools and services for the food 
sector to reduce waste 

Initially, the goal for this project was to work 
with five companies. However, in light of growing 
needs created by COVID-19, Provision Coalition 
Inc. is increasing the number of businesses 
receiving assessments and consulting services 
from five to eight: three small enterprises, three 
medium enterprises and two large enterprises. 
These businesses will come from a cross-
section of industries, some from Guelph and 
some from Wellington County. They will also 
receive a guaranteed spot in R-Purpose MICRO, 
a 12-week educational program focused on 
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building sustainable practices, circularity and 
business resilience, delivered by Provision 
Coalition. 

This initiative is leveraging $200,000 in funding 
from Our Food Future. New businesses intakes 
are underway, and key learnings from the 
assessments will be showcased to help other 
food businesses adopt circular practices. 

Tools, templates and technology used

Food Loss and Waste Protocol: The Food Loss 
and Waste Protocol is a multi-stakeholder 
partnership that has developed the global Food 
Loss and Waste Accounting and Reporting 
Standard—also known simply as the FLW 
Standard. 

The Food Loss and Waste Accounting and 
Reporting Standard (https://flwprotocol.org) 
enables companies, countries, cities and 
others to quantify and report on food loss and 
waste so they can develop targeted reduction 
strategies and realize the benefits from tackling 
this inefficiency. It provides a common language 
and clear requirements, enabling organizations 
around the world to establish baselines and 
tracking progress in a consistent, quantified way.

Provision Coalition’s Food Loss and 
Waste Prevention Toolkit: This free toolkit 
(provisioncoalition.com/toolsandresources/
foodlosswastetoolkit) allows food and beverage 
manufacturers to measure and reduce food loss 
and waste in food and beverage manufacturing 
facilities. The toolkit guides companies 
through the assessment process; calculates 
the economic, social and environmental value 
of food loss and waste within the production 
process; and helps companies identify ways 
to reduce loss and waste. It also calculates the 
return on investment and payback period they 
can expect by implementing those solutions. 

Enviro-Stewards and Provision Coalition Inc. 
have used the tool to complete assessments 
at 50 food and beverage processors across 
Canada, identifying an average of $228,000 of 
annual savings per facility with a payback period 
of less than one year. In total, they’ve identified 
$11.4 million in savings per year and 9.3 million 
kilograms of avoidable food waste. That adds up 
to 32,600 tonnes of CO2 equivalents and 15.4 
million meals saved each year.

Provision’s Key Performance Indicator 
(KPI) Dashboard: This KPI Dashboard helps 
companies track their key performance 
indicators. It will also be used in the circular 
carbon credits project.
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Success story: Cutting waste at Wellington Brewery
Circular thinking is nothing new to Marvin Dyck. 
For years, the brewmaster at Wellington Brewery 
has been sending their leftover grain byproducts 
to local farmers. Still, Dyck wanted to do more 
to reduce waste at their facilities in Guelph, 
Ontario, which produce 3.5 million litres of 
craft beer each year. The question was how. In 
beverage companies and dairies, waste can be 
invisible because it disappears down the drain.

That’s where Provision Coalition Inc. came in. This 
team of food sustainability experts helps food 
companies grow by making food more sustainably, 
covering everything from sourcing to waste 
prevention, leadership and employee training. 

One way they do that is through their award-
winning Food Loss and Waste Prevention Toolkit 
(https://provisioncoalition.com/toolsandresources/
foodlosswastetoolkit). Recognized by the United 
Nations, the toolkit was developed in partnership 
with Enviro-Stewards: an environmental consulting 
company from Elmira, Ontario. 

The free online resource helps companies 
determine the economic, social and 
environmental value of food loss and waste 
created during processing and manufacturing. 
It also helps companies calculate the expected 
return on investment of implementing food 
waste solutions and initiatives, including the 
payback period.

In January 2019, engineers from Enviro-
Stewards used the toolkit to conduct a multi-
day assessment at Wellington Brewery. Dyck 
admits that although it was a little intimidating 
to have outsiders scrutinize their processes, the 
experience was positive. “Everyone was so easy 
to work with and you didn’t feel judged,” he says. 
“What we liked about the partnership is that they 
[Provision Coalition Inc.] understand that business 
is business. They were able to monetize the cost 
savings and made sure it was a win-win.”

The assessment revealed that eight to 16 per cent 
of Wellington Brewery’s beer was being wasted, 
depending on the type of brew. That’s mostly 
because one piece of equipment—a centrifuge 
designed to remove excess yeast from the beer—
was also sending a fair bit of sellable product 
down the drain.

Today, those losses are just two to eight per cent, 
thanks to a little fine-tuning and recalibrating. 
Meanwhile, the brewery now sends a lot of its 
yeast waste to Oreka Solutions to feed the ag-
tech company’s black soldier flies, which in turn 
are used as feed for aquaculture operations. 
Employees have adopted better practices as well, 
including using less water when cleaning the tanks.

By making small adjustments to reduce food 
waste, Wellington Brewery has the potential to 
save $150,000 a year. They have also identified 
the potential to cut 200 tonnes of greenhouse 
gas emissions, as well as make reductions in 
water, electricity and natural gas use. The project 
has helped staff gain a new perspective by 
showing them the hidden environmental costs of 
food waste—like the greenhouse gas emissions 
created by the tractor used to grow the barley, 
the trucks used to ship it from Saskatchewan or 
the energy used to malt and dry it. 

“It changes your whole frame of mind,” says Dyck. 
“It makes you proud that the company can be 
part of that.”

Wellington Brewery is one of the Guelph-
Wellington companies selected to participate in 
the next phase of the Our Food Future program, 
working with Provision Coalition Inc. to embed 
circularity into their business. The program will 
help them implement the circular economy 
solutions identified in the assessment, identify 
new opportunities to create circularity from 
their waste streams and quantify the food loss 
and waste reductions they achieve.
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Pathfinder project: “Reimagine Food” 
Awareness Campaign

Project overview

Through a public awareness campaign, we aim 
to educate Guelph-Wellington residents on the 
real costs of food waste. The multi-pronged 
campaign includes:

• Connecting with our community online, 
via FoodFuture.ca and virtual community 
activators, as well as through in-person 
activities across Guelph-Wellington,

• Probing current behaviours and barriers to 
reducing food waste,

• Using behavioural insights methodology to 
mobilize solutions and interventions that 
drive behaviour change, and

• Encouraging residents and stakeholders to 
reduce waste in the food system, improve 
nutrition, support broader community health 
and get involved in food system solutions.

By encouraging our community to reduce food 
waste, this campaign will help create local jobs, 
strengthen environmental resilience, boost 
demand for the products of a circular economy 
and build stronger relationships between local 
food producers and consumers. It will also 
promote community ownership for Our Food 
Future, ensuring everyone within Guelph-
Wellington sees themselves as stakeholders in 
the initiative.

Approach

As we describe in the Engagement Strategy 
(page 78), we’re developing a made-in-
Guelph-Wellington public awareness plan 
that will reflect the objectives we establish in 
collaboration with our stakeholders. However, 
that process takes time.

In the meantime, we’re partnering with the Love 
Food, Hate Waste initiative (lovefoodhatewaste.ca) 
to take advantage of the extensive materials they 
have developed.

Love Food, Hate Waste aims to change 
behaviours around food and reduce food waste. 
In the U.K., the campaign helped cut avoidable 
food waste by 21 per cent, saving consumers 
$23 billion. In 2018, the National Zero Waste 
Council—an initiative of Metro Vancouver—
launched a Canadian version of the campaign, 
adapting it for audiences in this country. So far, it 
has attracted several major partners, including:

• RECYC-QUÉBEC,

• The City of Toronto,

• Walmart Canada,

• Sobeys,

• The City of Vancouver,

• The City of Victoria,

• The Capital Regional District (serving 13 
municipalities on Vancouver Island), and

• B.C.’s Ministry of Environment and Climate 
Change.

As a campaign partner, we have access to 
a broad range of existing resources (page 
50) that equip Guelph-Wellington residents 
with the practical information they need to 
cut household food waste. Drawing on these 
materials lets us hit the ground running and 
avoid reinventing resources that already exist.

To get these materials to the Guelph-Wellington 
community, we’re employing a mix of face-to-
face and digital tactics. These include public 
events, workshops and school outreach, as well 
as online engagement through social media, an 
e-newsletter and an engagement platform on 
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the Our Food Future website (foodfuture.ca). For 
more information about these tactics, see the 
Engagement Strategy section (page 78).

Tools, templates and technology used

Love Food, Hate Waste’s Canadian website 
boasts a growing repository of practical tools to 
help households reduce their food waste. These 
include:

• Compelling statistics,

• Tip sheets,

• Meal planners and recipes,

• Advice for parents on how to get kids to 
waste less,

• Step-by-step guides on canning and drying 
fruits and vegetables,

• Produce guides,

• A “fridge guide” infographic,

• A guide to freezing produce, grains, dairy and 
meats,

• A table that shows the shelf life of more than 
150 food items when stored on the counter, 
in the fridge or in the freezer, and

• Videos on zero-waste strategies.

Challenges and lessons learned 

Cutting the jargon: As we started developing 
Our Food Future, we undertook significant 
engagement with the Guelph-Wellington 
community to gather input. Those efforts 
highlighted the importance of using plain 
language and finding ways to connect with 
stakeholders on a human level. 
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Pathfinder project: Circular Carbon Credits

Project overview

The City of Guelph already produces carbon 
offset credits by capturing methane from 
its former Eastview landfill. It sells these 
credits on the voluntary market to companies 
wishing to shrink their net carbon footprint. 
Now, we’d like to apply that same concept 
on a local level. Instead of translating the 
methane we capture into carbon credits, 
we’re exploring the possibility of using it to 
underpin a digital social currency that could 
be traded locally to help drive our tech-
enabled circular food economy. 

Through this carbon-backed digital social 
currency, we would increase awareness of food 
loss and waste and reward sustainable choices. 
For example, a company might choose to reward 
excellent employee performance with social 
currency credits, via an app. The employee can 
then use their credits at a local restaurant that 
has taken steps to reduce their food waste. The 
restaurant can use those credits to buy produce 
from a distributor that is applying circular 
practices, and so on. Using distributed ledger 
technology or a facsimile, we’ll be able to quantify 
the environmental impact of those choices.

We’re also examining the feasibility of 
aggregating carbon credits from food and 
beverage companies. Currently, carbon offset 
protocols for food waste reduction are limited 
to diverting green box waste from landfills 
in Alberta and British Columbia. Ignoring the 
carbon footprint of food loss and waste that 
occurs upstream—before food reaches the 
consumer—means that current offset protocols 
typically miss more than 90 per cent of the 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with food 
loss and waste.1 

1 Kraft Foods Case Study; https://www.greenbiz.com/blog/2013/05/10/3-ways-business-can- benefit-scope-
3-emissions-reductions 

Our vision is to develop a protocol that will allow 
companies to earn carbon offset credits for 
the food loss and waste they’ve avoided. The 
companies can then sell those credits and use 
the proceeds to fund further waste-reduction 
initiatives within the processing sector. To our 
knowledge, no other jurisdiction has attempted 
this. This is an opportunity for Canada to chart 
new territory and demonstrate global leadership.  

Approach

Launch municipal carbon credit and social 
currency challenge

1. Develop a challenge statement to issue to 
innovators, inviting them to make this vision a 
reality. 

2. From the responses we receive, select the 
most promising to move forward.

Policy and prototyping work—aggregate 
carbon credits from food and beverage 
companies

1. Pilot carbon credit aggregation and verification 
for food and beverage companies

We’re testing the aggregation of carbon credits 
for sale on the carbon credit market. As this 
is uncharted territory, we’re starting with the 
simplest scenario: selling credits based on energy 
reductions achieved within food and beverage 
companies. From there, we can progress to 
credits for preventing food loss and waste.

As a first step, we’ve verified that the KPI 
Dashboard in the Provision Coalition’s Food 
Loss and Waste Prevention Toolkit (page 46) 
provides all the information an independent, 
third-party verifier would require.  

Now, we’re looking at which compliance market 
we can feed into to generate the highest price 
per ton. Initially, we’re targeting the voluntary 
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offset market, since the requirements are less 
stringent. Ultimately, our goal is to sell carbon 
credits to the compliance offset market, which 
offers significantly more dollars per tonne.

2. Write a policy proposal to include prevention 
measures as quantifiable carbon offset credits

In 2019, Environment and Climate Change Canada 
launched consultations on a federal greenhouse 
gas offset system that would provide carbon 
credits for emissions reductions that aren’t 
covered under current carbon pricing. In response, 
we put forward a policy proposal to include food 
loss and waste prevention in that offset system. 
As we highlighted in our August 2019 submission, 
this is an opportunity for Canada to show global 
leadership in preventing food loss and waste and 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

We described how these avoided emissions 
could be quantified, validated and verified. We 
also addressed the issue of “additionality”—
ensuring that carbon credits are only issued for 
projects that go above and beyond standard 
industry practices to avoid food loss and waste. 
At a promising and productive meeting with 
Environment and Climate Change Canada in 
February 2020, government officials indicated 
their willingness to give our proposal serious 
consideration. 

3. Develop a case study to support our policy 
proposal

We’ll also develop a case study to support the 
policy proposal. We’ll develop a case study 
with a company that we worked with on the 
business tools and services project—to show as 
an example of the carbon reduction potential 
of a food loss and waste prevention project. 
Our Food Loss and Waste Prevention Toolkit 
shows the greenhouse gas reductions from the 
project, so these numbers would be used to 
build the case.

Challenges and lessons learned 

Validating prevention: One of our key 
challenges will be to validate that food loss and 
waste was prevented, rather than simply shifted 
to another point in the supply chain. We’ll also 
need to prove that the action was maintained 
over time.

Exceeding best practices: Another important 
challenge is to demonstrate that the loss and 
waste prevention achieved goes above and 
beyond industry best practices.
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Pathfinder project: Circularity in 
municipal waste systems

Project overview

How can we make better use of food “waste”? 
We’re working with local partners to identify 
opportunities for synergies to divert as much 
organic material from landfill as possible, 
creating economic opportunities. 

To facilitate that process, we’re conducting 
a material flow analysis to pinpoint where we 
can reduce food loss and waste at each stage 
of the food value chain, from raw inputs to the 
final consumer, and design opportunities for 
appropriate reuse.

We’re also planning to equip municipal waste 
collection trucks with advanced sensors and 
AI technology to audit organic waste on a 
household-by-household level. The resulting 
data could be used to generate customized 
reports that residents receive on their 
smartphones, outlining their waste patterns 
and providing practical suggestions on how to 
reduce their avoidable waste, costs and carbon 
footprint. Meanwhile, aggregating the data will 
allow us to design targeted waste-reduction 
interventions for particular neighbourhoods.

Finally, we’re creating a public dashboard 
that offers up-to-date statistics on the levels 
of avoidable food waste in the community, 
the percentage of organics contaminating 
other waste streams and our progress toward 
reduction targets. 

Approach

Supply chain material flow analysis of the 
Guelph-Wellington food system

To identify opportunities to divert waste from 
landfill, we need to understand the current flow 
of organic material through the food supply 
chain, from production and processing to 
distribution and retailing. To that end, we’re 

undertaking a material flow analysis—the first 
study of its kind in Canada. This involves:

• Conducting a landscape analysis to 
determine what data is already available, what 
needs to be collected and how to collect it,

• Collecting material flow data and mapping 
the stakeholders that make up the local food 
system,

• Mapping the data in order to create a 
baseline and to identify significant areas of 
waste and interception points where material 
could be diverted for reuse,

• Using that information to engage local 
stakeholders in developing a shared vision to 
reduce and revalorize waste, and 

• Developing key performance indicators and 
a roadmap based on that shared vision.

We’ve assembled a team of experts in food 
waste, material flow mapping, the circular 
economy, waste management, stakeholder 
engagement and food waste mitigation. They 
will be guided by an advisory panel who will 
review proposed work plans, methodologies 
and outputs to provide their comments and 
insights. At the current stage, our challenge 
is establishing the granularity of data to be 
collected, striking an appropriate balance 
between the effort required to gather data and 
the specificity of the resulting insights.

Leveraging food system data to help our 
partners innovate and respond to the 
changing market

In 2020 and 2021, our data collaboration efforts 
will focus on helping partners undertake projects 
that bolster food security and economic 
recovery in the aftermath of COVID-19. This 
includes identifying immediate needs and 
leveraging food system data to help delivery 
partners innovate and respond to the changing 
market. We’ll draw on the data collected through 
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our material flow study, as well as other data 
sets shared through the Data Utility (page 
71). Meanwhile, we’ll focus the Utility’s first 
use cases on identifying immediate gaps or 
excess resources that can support food security 
and economic recovery.

County of Wellington curbside waste audits

In preparation for the rollout of the County of 
Wellington green bin programme in July 2020, 
we conducted food waste audits to develop 
baseline data to understand the trends related 
to household food waste disposal habits 
throughout the County.  

The work included a waste audit of 150 
households divided into 15 sampling areas. The 
food waste from each household was weighed 
and sorted into two categories:

• Avoidable—food that was at one point edible, 
and 

• Unavoidable—inedible food such as eggshells, 
coffee grounds and vegetable peels. 

These categories were further divided into bread 
and baked goods, dairy, meat and fish, fruit and 
vegetables, dried food and other food.  

With the County’s new curbside green bin 
collection programme now underway, we plan 
to conduct a second audit with the same 
sample group to measure changes in food waste 
behaviour.

City of Guelph curbside waste analysis

Guelph already has GPS technology and radio-
frequency identification (RFID) tags installed 
in the curbside collection bins distributed to 
residents. This allows the City to collect real-
time data on waste, recycling and organics that 
can be tracked back to a residential address or 
neighbourhood. However, to get more granular 
data on the organic waste that residents put 
in their bin, our only option at this point is to 
conduct manual audits. This is time consuming 

and provides only a snapshot of waste from a 
sampling of households. 

We see the potential to leverage emerging 
technologies to go much further. By equipping 
our waste collection trucks with sensors and 
machine-learning capabilities, for example, we 
could gather detailed geospatial information on 
how much residential food waste is discarded, 
what it consists of and how much is avoidable. 

To our knowledge, no such truck-based system 
currently exists. However, optical detection 
and sorting technology within municipal waste 
plants has reached high levels of sophistication, 
while machine learning continues to improve 
in leaps and bounds. Through the CFE iHub, we 
therefore put out a challenge to researchers and 
entrepreneurs to develop a system to incorporate 
into our organic waste collection trucks.

Armed with that granular data, we’ll be able to 
provide feedback to households and develop 
targeted, evidence-based interventions. This 
might include the creation of a smartphone app 
that gives residents easy and secure access to 
their household waste data, generates reports 
on personal waste patterns and offers practical 
suggestions on how to reduce avoidable food 
waste. To ensure we reach the entire Guelph 
community, this app could provide information 
in a number of different languages.

Waste as a resource glossary

Food loss and waste: The food and/or 
associated inedible parts removed from the 
food supply chain. (from the Food Loss + 
Waste Protocol’s Food Loss + Waste Standard, 
available at flwprotocol.org)

Food: Any substance—whether processed, 
semi-processed or raw—that is intended for 
human consumption. “Food” includes drink 
and any substance that has been used in the 
manufacture, preparation or treatment of food. 
“Food” also includes material that has spoiled and 
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is therefore no longer fit for human consumption. 
It does not include cosmetics, tobacco or 
substances used only as drugs. It does not 
include processing agents used along the food 
supply chain: for example, water to clean or cook 
raw materials in factories or at home. (from the 
Food Loss + Waste Protocol’s Food Loss + Waste 
Standard, available at flwprotocol.org)

Inedible parts: Components associated with 
a food that, in a particular food supply chain, 
are not indented to be consumed by humans. 

Examples of inedible parts associated with food 
could include bones, rinds and pits/stones. 
“Inedible parts” do not include packaging. What 
is considered inedible varies among users (e.g., 
chicken feet are consumed in some food supply 
chains but not others), changes over time and 
is influenced by a range of variables including 
culture, socio-economic factors, availability, 
price, technological advances, international 
trade and geography. (from the Food Loss + 
Waste Protocol’s Food Loss + Waste Standard, 
available at flwprotocol.org)

Food recovery hierarchy: The actions organizations can take to prevent and divert food waste, in 
order of most to least preferred (adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency).
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Living Lab projects
In addition to the nine pathfinder projects, Our 
Food Future also has several initiatives that span 
multiple workstreams. These Living Lab projects 
reflect the collaborative approach we’re taking 
to create Canada’s first circular food economy 
and the value of breaking down silos to create 
an even bigger impact.

Upcycle Kitchen

Project overview

Each year, the Canadian food industry throws 
away more than 11 million metric tonnes of edible 
food. A number of projects have sprung up 
across the country to distribute some of that 
food to food banks. The SEED wanted to go a 
step further to complement existing efforts in 
the community. They recognized that there is 
a secondary market for blemished food that 
can be bought at discounted prices and/or 
donated outright. At the same time, they saw an 
opportunity to address one of the main roots of 
food insecurity—unemployment—and increase 
access to nutritious foods.

A project of the Guelph Community Health 
Centre, The SEED is an award-winning 
project that runs several programs and social 
enterprises. These include community food 
markets, cooking workshops, food distribution 
to schools and food pantries, and more. 
In 2018 they used their knowledge of the 
produce industry to begin designing what 
would become the Upcycle Kitchen. This 
social enterprise rescues produce that would 
otherwise be discarded by distributors and 
transforms it into jams, sauces, soups, dips and 
other products. 

Approach

In the very early stages of exploring potential 
Upcycle Kitchen products, The SEED teamed up 

with two University of Guelph students through 
the university’s entrepreneurship program.

The students visited a local wholesale distributor 
who showed them boxes of tomatoes that would 
go unsold because they were slightly damaged 
or deemed too “ugly.” After further research 
and conversations with potential customers at 
the Guelph Farmer’s Market and a community 
grocery store, they decided to create a tomato 
sauce as their first prototype. 

Upcycle Kitchen subsequently identified 
opportunities for ketchup and for bread made 
from spent grain from a local brewery. Those 
products could be sold at sliding scale rates at 
The SEED’s weekly food markets, making them 
affordable to all community members. Ultimately, 
Upcycle Kitchen aims to see their products on 
retail shelves and delivered to student nutrition 
programs in the City and County.

Their products are produced by graduates 
from The SEED’s Good Food Work Experience 
program. Four times a year, The SEED trains up 
to 10 unemployed youth who aren’t in school. 
Through sessions at each of the organization’s 
social enterprises, youth gain a wide view of what 
food-based career opportunities are available. 
The three-week program includes kitchen-based 
training sessions that cover everything from knife 
skills to canning and more. Some of those youth 
are then hired to work at Upcycle Kitchen. 

It doesn’t stop there. The ambitious social 
enterprise also piloted an “Upcycle Kitchen 
Café,” providing meals made from upcycled 
ingredients to the Guelph Community Health 
Centre staff and clients. 

Although Upcycle Kitchen is currently on hold 
due to COVID-19, this model ultimately promises 
generate profits from sales that will reduce 
reliance on outside funding.
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Tools, templates and technology used

The innovative model leverages foodrescue.ca, a 
platform developed by Toronto’s Second Harvest 
that connects businesses that have food surpluses 
to agencies that can put them to good use.

Challenges and lessons learned

Predictability of supply: Because Upcycle 
Kitchen relies on donated food, ensuring a 
reliable supply of ingredients can be challenging. 
One week, a wholesaler may contribute 
an entire skid of tomatoes; the next, there 
might be nothing coming in. To deal with that 
unpredictability, Upcycle Kitchen: (a) has a 
versatile list of vetted recipes that use different 
fresh ingredients; and, (b) processes what 
they can when it comes in, freezes it and then 
finishes a recipe once the missing ingredients 
arrive. If they receive more food donations than 
they can handle, excess produce is channelled 
to food banks through The SEED’s fresh food 
distribution programs. 

Perceptions of “rescued” food: “When you 
say the word ‘food waste,’ it conjures up these 
images of your compost bin at home,” says Tom 

Armitage, Social Enterprise Coordinator at The 
SEED. “But that’s really not the case at all. What 
we’re using are high-quality, fresh ingredients 
that have mild cosmetic imperfections.”

Upcycling turns that food into value-added 
products like sauces and soup where those 
imperfections aren’t relevant, but Upcycle 
Kitchen still has to overcome consumer 
misconceptions that “rescued” food is second-
rate. One way to do that, Armitage suggests, 
is posting photos of incoming produce to 
showcase the quality of the ingredients.

Food from Home = Food for Home

Project overview

Currently, one in five people living in the Guelph 
area are immigrants. According to Statistics 
Canada, the population of culturally diverse 
groups in the community is expected to rapidly 
increase in the years ahead. However, many 
recent immigrants lack enough food. Based on 
the 2016 Guelph-Wellington Immigrant Survey 
Report, 42 per cent of respondents do not 
always have access to healthy food. 
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They also lack access to ethnic and culturally 
specific foodstuffs. Some fruits and vegetables 
are difficult to find or unaffordable: things like 
sorrel and callaloo and epazote. In other cases, 
the varieties available in Canada don’t taste 
the same as those in their home country. Yet a 
number of these food items can be grown right 
here, and many newcomers have farming skills. 
What they lack is access to any growing space. 

Food from Home = Food for Home is building 
capacity for newcomers in our community to 
produce and distribute culturally appropriate 
foods. 

Approach

We’re bringing together local urban farmers and 
participants from newcomer communities with 
experience and/or interests in growing food to 
form “Farm Teams.” The teams will work in local 
community garden spaces.  

Each year, we’ll train 10 to 15 adult farmers and 
10 to 15 youth who have a passion for growing 
food. These youth participants will form natural 
language bridges within the Farm Teams (as 
most of them speak English and the languages 
spoken at home and in their communities). 

In years two and three, the adults and youth who 
participated the previous year will help train the 
new crop of farmers. During that time, we’ll also 
establish a network of small-scale urban working 
organic farms across the City of Guelph (in areas 
that are important and accessible to newcomers, 
such as places of worship or cultural hubs with 
transit access and kitchen facilities). These will 
be headed up by participants from the previous 
year, shifting ownership, decision-making and 
responsibility for growing food, harvesting and 
marketing entirely to those communities.

Our three-year project cycle will foster exchange 
of knowledge and adaptive practices among 
new and experienced urban farmers in soil 
preparation, composting methods, nutrient 

needs, transplanting techniques, direct sowing 
methods, crop maintenance and extending the 
season (using row covers, cold frames and small 
greenhouses). Each step of this project generates 
new opportunities for income generation and 
meaningful employment.

It will also decrease social isolation amongst 
newcomers, increase inter-generational 
connections and encourage greater physical 
well-being through outdoor activity and access to 
fresh, affordable culturally appropriate produce. 

Get Growing—urban agriculture in Guelph-
Wellington

As part of our urban agriculture work to support 
COVID-19 recovery efforts, we’ve provided 
$30,000 in funding to accelerate the Food from 
Home = Food for Home project. 

Principles

On the human side, Food from Home = Food 
for Home is guided by the goals of social 
health, justice, active participation in change, 
resilience, regeneration, equity and inclusion, 
creativity, and beauty. 

On the ecological side, Food from Home = 
Food for Home is guided by a commitment to 
practices that reduce dependency on fossil 
fuels; apply principles of permaculture, organic 
farming and biodynamic farming; work in 
harmony with natural systems; and help us live 
fully within our ecological footprint.

Deliverables

• Training of 10 to 15 adult urban farmers and 
10 to 15 youth farmers per year

• Establishment or augmentation of five to six 
small urban organic working farms equipped 
with water, electricity, secure storage space 
for tools and equipment, a small greenhouse, 
equipment and dry storage 

• A revised Guelph-Wellington Local Food 
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Map that includes all urban growing areas, 
including these Food from Home = Food for 
Home farms 

• Opportunities for spinoff businesses and 
collaborations

• An increase in economic opportunities and 
revenue

Food from Home = Food for Home Glossary

Right food: Healthy, ecologically produced 
and locally grown food that is also affordable, 
accessible and culturally desired or valuable.

On-farm Digital Agriculture

Project overview

Today, smart technologies are already helping 
farmers produce more food with fewer inputs—
by optimizing seeding, fertilizer use, herd health 
and more. However, we see opportunities to do 
more. 

To help make that happen, we’re facilitating 
partnerships between the local farming 
community, academic researchers 
and innovators to launch research and 
demonstration projects. This includes aiding 
connectivity through broadband or low-power 
wide-area networks like LoRaWAN, testing new 
digital technologies that measure and record 
crop yields and quality, and incorporating 
precision-control equipment into operations to 
give farmers access to vast amounts of on-field 
data. 

Farmers are keen to pursue this kind of 
innovation. According to a 2019 survey 
conducted by the Wellington Federation of 
Agriculture, 70 per cent of Wellington farmers 
are interested in piloting new technologies.

Approach

In our pilots, we plan to partner with local 
farmers, academic researchers, logistics 

experts and technology partners to tap into 
current sources of on-farm data such as 
aerial imagery, soil sampling or robotic milkers. 
Through deploying additional on-farm sensors 
and data collectors, we can combine new data 
with information from off-farm sources such 
as rainfall measurements from local weather 
stations or pesticide trackers from existing farm 
dealer platforms.  

Bringing data together in one place creates 
exciting possibilities. It supports precision 
agriculture, for example, by helping farmers 
limit seed planting and pesticide use in areas 
where standing water or water runoff results in 
poor crop yields. It makes reporting and sharing 
local knowledge easier and more accurate. It 
also helps identify opportunities for innovation 
challenges, where technology companies and 
other solution providers can be invited to 
propose solutions to problems. These pilot 
projects will be part of our living lab, supporting 
and augmenting the agricultural sector’s existing 
efficiencies to pursue sustained growth.

Last Mile Distribution and Delivery Project

Project overview

In addition to city-wide or county-wide 
projects, we’re also testing circular principles 
at the local level. 

Guelph is made up of several sub-ecosystems. 
When we look at these as a mosaic, they can 
be studied effectively as patches that differ in 
characteristics, boundaries, and compositions 
within an overall system. We will be using the 
Junction neighbourhood as our first patch. 
Located at the heart of the city, the Junction 
neighbourhood is filled with mature foliage, 
distinctive homes and front porches where 
neighbours intentionally build community. 
Food has been a core feature in building this 
grassroots neighbourhood.

Leveraging an existing community shared 
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agriculture (CSA) program, we’re in the process 
of creating a circular baking business, addressing 
packaging waste by offering zero-waste groceries 
and, ultimately, offering carbon-free delivery. We 
are also supporting localized food production and 
leveraging hidden neighbourhood assets through 
the integration of Seed Voyage. 

Approach

Many residents in this neighbourhood already 
belong to Zócalo Organics’ CSA program, receiving 
weekly boxes of vegetables throughout the 
growing season from the Wellington County farm. 

Building on this community love of fresh 
vegetables, we are integrating a pilot study using 
the Seed Voyage Platform. This online platform 
effortlessly connects home food growers with 
consumers who appreciate the freshness of 
ultra-local fruits and veggies. The platform allows 
home gardeners to sell (or donate) the foods 
they are growing directly to their neighbours. 
When it’s harvest season, a grower will send out 
a notification to anyone signed up (“the eater”) 
who has a matching preference. Once the eater 

is notified, they can choose to purchase a basket 
at the click of a button and then pick it at the 
growers’ house. Seed Voyage requires no physical 
contact and helps eliminate food waste.

Our circular baking business starts with locally 
grown hops that are sold to Fixed Gear—a craft 
brewery located in the Junction—to use in their 
brewing process. A local baker will then use leftover 
malted barley from the brewery to produce bread, 
ensuring those spent grains don’t go to waste. 

As the project progresses, the goal is to integrate 
a low-waste grocery service. We also plan to offer 
delivery of groceries, bread and CSA vegetables 
via electric bikes, which will be charged at Fixed 
Gear Brewing using off-grid renewable energy 
technology supplied by Anvil Crawler. 

The project managers also hope to establish a 
community kitchen where Junction residents 
can come together around food, pick up 
prepared meals, bake breads in the wood-fired 
oven and learn more about turning local produce 
into healthy meals.

Circular 
Food 
Economy 
in Action

community building through 
the lens of biomimicry 

Patch dynamics 
in the city:

Food has been a core feature in building and connecting the community.

A local brewer supplies 
a local baker with the 
spent grains (leftover 

malt) to be used to 
make delicious bread 
—closing the loop by 

ensuring the grains are 
not being wasted.Guelph is made up of several sub-ecosystems, which when viewed as a 

mosaic, can be studied effectively as patches that differ in characteristics, 
boundaries, and compositions within an overall system. An example is in 
the Junction neighbourhood. Located at the heart of the city, the Junction 
neighbourhood is filled with mature foliage, distinctive homes and front 
porches where neighbours intentionally build community. Food has been 
a core feature in building this grass-roots neighbourhood.

Electric bikes 
facilitate the delivery 
of the bread and the 

zero waste groceries.

A community kitchen 
emerges as the heart 

of this community, 
where locals can come 
together around food, 

pick up prepared 
meals, bake in the 

wood-fired oven, and 
learn how to leverage 
local produce to make 

healthy meals.

The bikes are 
powered through 

a renewable energy 
source at a local 
community retail 

space.

Using a local 
community retail 

space, a zero-waste 
grocery delivery 

service allows the 
community to pick up 
their pre-ordered zero 
waste groceries and 

return the containers.
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Enabling distribution and delivery models for 
online food delivery

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the demand 
for food delivery and online grocery orders 
has skyrocketed. In 2020/21, we’re therefore 
pivoting our Last Mile project to address 
immediate community needs through novel 
distribution models. 

Specifically, we’re supporting the transitioning 
of The Cornerstone—a local restaurant that was 
forced to close as a result of the pandemic—
into a market of fresh, local, affordable food. 
Now named Corner Market Guelph, it acts as a 
delivery point for healthy groceries and locally 
prepared foods. The restaurant has hired back 
some of its employees to pack and prepare pre-
made meals and then deliver them using zero-
emission electric bicycles.

Tools, templates and technology used

Curbside waste analysis: Because the City of 
Guelph plans to track curbside organic waste 
(page 54), we’ll be able to measure the 
impact of this neighbourhood-scale project.

Guelph-Wellington Urban Agriculture 
Challenge

Project overview

There is significant potential to produce food 
in urban areas, including backyard gardening, 
backyard livestock production, container 
gardening on balconies or rooftops and 
community gardening and city allotments. 
We’re working with partners to further urban 
agriculture development in Guelph and remove 
unnecessary barriers. 

Approach

While we’re still determining what form our 
efforts will take, possibilities include:

Working alongside local partners to consider 
to the Baker District redevelopment—a major 

redevelopment project in the heart of the 
city—might serve as a showcase and inspiration 
for urban food and waste management, and 
sustainability. 

Launching conversations with stakeholders 
to assess whether Guelph would benefit from 
a municipally supported Urban Agriculture 
Strategy to direct urban agriculture efforts by 
both the community and the City. 

Get Growing—urban agriculture in Guelph-
Wellington

As noted on page 7, the COVID-19 
pandemic has raised concerns about our food 
supply—from panicked shoppers hoarding 
groceries or disruptions to the global supply 
chain. This has led many people to consider 
producing more food locally by growing their 
own in residential or community gardens. 

To support this movement, Our Food Future is 
launching a comprehensive urban agriculture 
program to help residents enhance food 
security by growing their own food.  

Gardening at Home—Kids Get Growing

Community members looking to grow their own 
food have varied interests and resources. Some will 
have access to a large backyard while others will 
have a sunny balcony. The mobility, tastes and 
dietary needs also differ from one person to the 
next. Embracing this diversity, Our Food Future is 
taking a community-led approach that includes 
partners, community organizations and local 
suppliers. Working with the YMCA-YWCA of Guelph 
and Big Brothers Big Sisters of Centre Wellington, 
we safely distributed 740 children’s gardening 
kits in May of 2020. The Kids Get Growing 
gardening kits included soil, seeds/seedlings and 
educational materials to help Guelph-Wellington 
children learn about growing their own food. All kits 
were provided free of charge. The program used 
approximately $20,000 in Smart Cities funding.  
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Urban Agriculture Guelph-Wellington Urban 
Agriculture Challenge

The Guelph-Wellington Urban Agriculture 
Challenge is a call for projects and ideas that 
will support a circular economic recovery and 
accelerate food production, getting more food 
to the table with less environmental impact In 
August 2020, we invited eligible businesses, 
organizations and individuals to generate and 
share their ideas for new projects as well as 
support existing food growing projects on our 
new digital platform kitchentable.foodfuture.
ca. Three streams of funding are available via a 
call for proposals for projects that accelerate 
urban agriculture and its potential to increase 
awareness, access to food and local food 
production. After the evaluation process, funds 
will be distributed to successful applicants for 
the 2021 growing season. This initiative is using 
$100,000 in Smart Cities funding and aims to 
leverage an additional $400,000 in public/
private funding and in-kind contributions.

Stream 1: Transformative Urban Agriculture 
stream—$70,000 for a visible high-impact 
community project that will: 

• Accelerate existing and emerging models of 
urban, indoor and other agricultural practices 
in Guelph-Wellington, 

• Improve local food access, collaborate 
with partner organizations and support 
infrastructure needs, emerging technologies, 
educational endeavours and urban farming 
policy implementation, and

• Encourage and promote urban, indoor 
and other emerging agricultural practices, 
including community gardens and farms 
located in urban areas, suburbs and urban 
clusters; rooftop farms, outdoor vertical 
production and green walls; indoor farms, 
greenhouses and high-tech vertical farms; 
hydroponic, aeroponic and aquaponic 

farm facilities; and other innovations in 
agricultural production.

Stream 2: Scaling Out Community Agriculture 
stream—$20,000 for a collaborative urban 
agriculture project that can scale community-
wide and will:

• Improve local food access and collaborate 
with partner organizations to support 
infrastructure needs, emerging technologies, 
educational endeavours and/or urban 
farming policy implementation in Guelph-
Wellington, and

• Support the development of projects that 
will either initiate, build upon or expand 
the efforts of farmers, gardeners, citizens, 
government officials, schools and other 
stakeholders in urban areas and suburbs.

Stream 3: Shovel and Fork Fund—$2,000 each 
for six community-based projects that will: 

• Have shared community benefits embedded 
in their goals,

• Encourage and promote community 
agriculture, and  

• Address social isolation by providing spaces 
and methods for the community to engage 
in growing together. 

Strengthening Regional Food System 
Resiliency

Project overview

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted why 
local food system resiliency is so important. 
We’ve seen how global crises can disrupt 
international supply chains, increasing the 
risks of shortages. We’ve seen how physical 
distancing and school closures impact 
residents who depend on food banks and 
students who count on school breakfast 
programs, while financial insecurity is leading 
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to food insecurity for many families. We’ve 
seen how closing down traditional outlets like 
farmers’ markets can leave local producers and 
consumers in the lurch. 

A resilient regional food system helps buffer 
our community against stresses like economic 
downturns, international trade disputes and 
pandemics. To boost Guelph-Wellington’s 
resiliency, we’re working with our partners on a 
variety of initiatives. 

Approach

Connecting food producers and consumers—
accessing local markets online 

COVID-19 has disrupted many of the in-
person channels local food producers depend 
on to connect with consumers, including 
farmers’ markets. In response, we’ve convened 
a working group and provided $10,000 
to develop an integrated online platform 
that helps food producers and consumers 
connect with each other. The working group 
includes participants from the City of Guelph, 
Wellington County’s Taste Real initiative, 
Wellington-Waterloo Community Futures, 10C 
and Farmers’ Markets Ontario.

Enabling distribution and delivery models for 
online food delivery

As noted on page 65, during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the demand for food delivery and 
online grocery orders has skyrocketed. The 
crisis has highlighted the importance of novel 
approaches to food distribution. Building on 
these learnings, we’re providing $60,000 and 
working with our partners to develop and test 
other models that meet the needs of producers 
and consumers, while aligning with evolving 
Public Health guidelines. Key components of 
these models include:

• Online ordering platforms,

• Online demand aggregation platforms,

• Common packing/distribution facilities, and

• Last-mile distribution models, including 
home delivery and pick-up approaches.

Leveraging food system data to help our 
partners innovate and respond to the 
changing market

As noted on page 53, in 2020 and 2021, 
our data collaboration efforts will focus on 
helping partners undertake projects that bolster 
food security and economic recovery in the 
aftermath of COVID-19. This includes identifying 
immediate needs and leveraging food system 
data to help delivery partners innovate and 
respond to the changing market. We’ll draw on 
the data collected through our material flow 
study, as well as other data sets shared through 
the Data Utility. Meanwhile, we’ll focus the 
Utility’s first use cases on identifying immediate 
gaps or excess resources that can support food 
security and economic recovery.

Community Steering Committee  
Food System Resiliency Table 

As noted on page 7, to assist post-crisis 
economic recovery efforts, we convened our 
Community Steering Committee to create a 
Food System Resiliency Table. This group will 
provide actionable, on-the-ground insights 
and support to ensure the strength and 
sustainability of our regional food systems 
during the current crisis and better equip our 
food system of the future. Together, they will 
connect diverse stakeholders from the food, 
farming and community sector to gather 
intelligence and develop recommendations to 
support short and mid term needs within our 
regional food system.
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Data and technology strategy
By taking advantage of smart technology and big 
data throughout the agri-food system in Guelph-
Wellington, we’re aiming to drive significant 
innovation—giving businesses, residents, social 
innovators and collaborators the tools required to 
collectively create Our Food Future.

To do that, we need to:

1. Create access to high-speed broadband 
in rural areas across Wellington County, 
enabling residents, farms and other 
businesses to take advantage of smart 
technologies and big data.

2. Facilitate communication between Our Food 
Future collaborators, including the businesses 
and residents that drive the movement.

3. Create a platform for data-sharing, 
collaboration and innovation that will: 

• allow a broad range of stakeholders to 
identify problems and opportunities, see 
trends and measure progress,

• help governments, agencies and non-profit 
organizations develop better policies and 
programs,

• give entrepreneurs the insights they need to 
innovate circular food solutions, and 

• help companies optimize their processes.

4. Establish a Data Utility to govern data sharing 
across a network of collaborators, ensuring we 
protect privacy and serve the public good.

Create access to high-speed rural 
broadband and support connected 
farming

Today, local farmers, businesses and consumers 
in Wellington County are keen to leverage 
connected technologies. However, 57 per cent 
of households, farms and businesses across 

the county currently lack high-speed internet 
service, limiting their opportunities. According 
to a 2019 survey conducted by the Wellington 
Federation of Agriculture, the majority of 
producers in Wellington County use technology 
that requires connectivity, such as sensors, auto 
steer, GPS and video, but they suffer from slow 
and unreliable internet connections, high costs 
and lack of technical support.

That makes rural broadband infrastructure a 
smart investment. 

Southwestern Integrated Fibre Technology 
(SWIFT) is already laying the foundation for 
broadband access in rural communities. 
In January 2020, the non-profit initiative 
was awarded $7.5 million from the federal 
and provincial governments to support four 
broadband infrastructure projects that will 
improve high-speed internet to nearly 2,900 
homes and businesses in Wellington County.

Our Food Future will build on that. We’re 
exploring additional possibilities to encourage 
and enable the expansion of broadband 
infrastructure, in conjunction with low-power 
wide-area network LoRaWAN towers which 
could be used to connect farm sensors and 
machinery. 

As part of this project, we are working with local 
farmers and computer science researchers 
at the University of Guelph to design new 
applications and AI tools using the data and 
technology assets many farmers already have in 
place. Using a Living Lab model, we will design 
technology solutions around the farmer and 
the farm business and use organizations like 
our Data Utility to help farmers collaborate and 
realize greater value from their data. 
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Facilitate communication between Our 
Food Future collaborators

Our Food Future is a complex initiative, with 
three workstreams, nine Pathfinder projects, and 
several cross-cutting projects that collectively 
involve 29 organizations. To share documents, 
plan documents and facilitate communication, 
we’ve turned to Basecamp, a well-established 
commercial platform for project management. We’ll 
also use elements of the Kitchen Table platform to 
support internal project management (see below).

Engage and build a digital Food Future 
community

For Our Food Future to have an impact beyond 
the 2025, we need to grow a community 
of supporters and turn a government-led 
initiative into a community-led movement.  
To do this, we’re creating a digital engagement 
platform where local businesses and 
community members can become invested 
participants and collaborators. 

Leading up to the launch of Our Food Future, our 
digital engagement with the public relied on the 
City of Guelph’s Engagement HQ (EHQ) platform 
and the website foodfuture.ca. Foodfuture.ca 
served as the entry point for digital engagement, 
providing information, tools, videos and other 
resources. Meanwhile, EHQ provided a channel 
for feedback and interaction. 

In September 2020, we launched a new digital 
engagement platform called The Kitchen Table 
that supports dynamic, two-way collaboration 
between the project team and the broader 
community. This platform was built using Open 
Social—an open-source community-building 
platform from the Netherlands that specializes in 
creating online communities that support social 
policy and systems change. Open Social was built 
using “privacy by design” principals and exceeds 
the requirements of the European Union’s strong 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). 

The Kitchen Table functions somewhere between 
an open innovation platform and a regional social 
network. It will be a space where Our Food Future 
workstreams can launch innovation challenges, 
crowdsource ideas and give members of the 
community the opportunity to vote on the 
ideas they’d like to see implemented. It will be a 
space to share stories, discuss circular food best 
practices and convene two-way conversations 
with our engaged public. To coalesce community 
energy around food system change, the platform 
will also allow community members add their 
own content, events and ideas.   

Create a platform for data sharing

To build a smart food system across the region, 
we need to be smarter about how we use 
data. This means creating infrastructure that 
breaks down silos and facilitates data sharing, 
collaboration and innovation. It also means 
creating a governance system that collaborators 
and the public can trust.  

To create this, Our Food Future is working with 
ESRI (an international supplier of GIS software) 
and Alectra (the local power utility) to establish 
the Food Future Data Hub that will connect 
and share important food-related data sets 
between across our wide range of collaborator 
organizations. The Data Hub will help break 
down data silos, enabling data providers and 
data consumers to connect using standardized 
data governance protocols and interconnected 
data sharing agreements. Through the Data Hub, 
we’ll publish open data sets and create maps, 
dashboards and other visualizations that help our 
community better understand the opportunities 
and challenges around food in Guelph-Wellington 
and track the impacts of Our Food Future.

The Data Hub creates opportunities for 
entrepreneurs and social innovators to build 
new products, services and initiatives off shared 
open data.
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The Data Hub performs two key services: 

1. Provide live, secure access to data through 
standardized, open protocols. The platform 
is being designed around the principal 
of distributed governance. Data will not 
be copied or stored in a central location.  
Instead, control will always remain with the 
data contributor who can decide what data 
is exposed and grant or revoke access. 
Meanwhile, open protocols will avoid any 
proprietary vendor lock-in of data.

2. Facilitate the development of digital 
applications by providing an Application 
Platform. Using the Data Hub’s development 
platform, innovators and entrepreneurs can 
develop, share and monetize value-added 
tools, solutions and apps to fuel further 
innovation. As well as hosting and executing 
applications, the platform will also include tools 
and modules to enable native analysis and 
reporting. Among other things, this will enable 
the creation of dashboard for each of the three 
Our Food Future workstreams to communicate 
their ongoing projects and results.  

As discussed in the section below, we’ll co-
design this platform with stakeholders in a 
process facilitated by the public Data Utility that 
we’re currently establishing. 

Given the intention to build open-source 
infrastructure, it’s particularly important not to 
tightly define the platform or approach too early 
in this initiative. Ongoing engagement with the 
community of users around the tools they use 
will be critical.

Leveraging food system data to help our 
partners innovate and respond to the 
changing market

As noted on page 53, in 2020 and 2021, 
our data collaboration efforts will focus on 
helping partners undertake projects that bolster 
food security and economic recovery in the 

aftermath of COVID-19. This includes identifying 
immediate needs and leveraging food system 
data to help delivery partners innovate and 
respond to the changing market. We’ll draw on 
the data collected through our material flow 
study, as well as other data sets shared through 
the Data Hub. Meanwhile, we’ll focus the Utility’s 
first use cases on identifying immediate gaps or 
excess resources that can support food security 
and economic recovery.

Establish a data utility to govern data 
sharing

Our core proposition is that access to public data 
is a service provided to the community to enable 
engagement, transparency, value creation and 
ongoing community improvements. That’s why 
we’re developing a public Data Utility to manage 
this valuable resource, modelled on public utilities 
that provide core infrastructure services such 
as electricity and water. This concept is gaining 
momentum around the world as more cities 
recognize the critical nature of data in delivering 
effective services and collaborating with 
community agencies and government partners.

The Guelph-Wellington Data Utility will operate as 
a civic trust, overseeing a professionally managed 
data broker platform designed to foster an 
innovation ecosystem and drive transformative 
change across the entire circular economy. The 
Data Utility will act as a trusted third party, with the 
tools, governance framework and expertise capable 
of supporting a wide  range of public-private and 
business-to-business data collaboration. 

Governance framework

As part of this project, we’ll develop a long-term 
business and governance framework for the 
Utility that will cover: 

• An appropriate partnership model. This 
could involve creating a new, incorporated 
organization or nesting the utility in an 
existing institution. 
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• A business and revenue model that ensures 
the sustainability of the Data Utility. For 
the Data Utility to survive beyond the 
Smart City Challenge funding, it needs a 
sustainable revenue stream and business 
model. Collecting revenue from data involves 
deeply political and ethical decisions, 
and we’re committed to ensuring that the 
Data Utility develops positive, transparent 
and fair revenue opportunities. Guelph-
Wellington will co-design the initial revenue 
structures through engagement with a range 
of stakeholders, examining the following 
potential revenue models: 

• Tax supported—The government finances 
the Data Utility from public revenue 
sources (e.g., integrated into other 
municipal tax streams). 

• Rated—The government hosts the Data 
Utility and charges transaction costs from 
users, similar to fees for identification, visas 
and public services such as water (e.g., 
PayPal’s transaction fee model). 

• Public/private partnership—A private 
sector group hosts and operates the Data 
Utility, with public sector support and 
conditions, similar to public universities, 
service delivery businesses and utilities. 

• Privately subsidized/owned—A private 
entity hosts the Data Utility, which it 
provides to the public as a service, similar 
to publicly funded health research or 
Wikipedia. 

• Rules and standards. The Data Utility 
will establish the norms, standards and 
templates for how parties share data, value 
and risk; under what conditions; and to what 
end. It will also implement and enforce those 
rules and standards and transparently define 
and enforce a set of relationship standards 
and templates.

• Innovation model.  We’ll develop a strategy 
to encourage the use of the data to enable 
insights, efficiencies and economic value, 
possibly by establishing a patent collective.

Current Data Utility development collaborators

The following organizations are currently working 
together to develop the Guelph-Wellington Data 
Utility: 

• Alectra—the electricity utility and distributor 
that serves Guelph-Wellington,

• City of Guelph,

• County of Wellington,

• Upper Grand District School Board, 

• MaRS—a Toronto-based urban innovation 
hub,

• Toward Common Ground—a partnership of 
social and health service organizations in 
Guelph-Wellington,

• University of Guelph, and

• Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Public Health.

Program phasing

While government open data portals are 
relatively commonplace, the civic data utility 
model is relatively new. At the outset, we 
cannot adequately predict the places where 
data sharing will provide the greatest value 
and how the governance model will need to be 
reconfigured to reflect new opportunities or 
challenges. 

As such, we’re moving forward with a phased 
experimentation approach. We’ll move rapidly 
in 2020 to establish the infrastructure for a 
Data Hub and common governance standards, 
with the City of Guelph serving as the lead 
coordinator. Once the base infrastructure 
is established, we’ll enter a phase of 

72



experimentation where we explore different 
data-sharing use cases to support innovation, 
policy development and longer-term data utility 
business models. This will involve working with 
new partners and evolving our governance 
framework. 

In fall  2020, we assembled an Advisory 
Committee, made up of external experts in 
innovation, privacy, data security and analytics, 
to provide guidance on our forward plans. 
The Data Utility will submit a report on a 
quarterly basis to the Advisory Committee 
with an update on its activities and any public 
inquiries or concerns. Each report will be posted 
publicly, along with the Advisory Committee’s 
recommendations.

In addition to working with our Advisory 
Committee, we’ll initiate direct public 
consultations and establish transparent 
mechanisms for public inquiry into our data 
activities. 

Questions to be answered through public 
engagement

Building and maintaining public trust will be 
at the foundation of our data management 
and innovation approach. Transparency, 
openness and consultation with external 
experts and members of the community will 
be incorporated into the data and technology 
stream at every phase. 

As we begin to explore and experiment with new 
use cases, partners and business models, we’ll 
also convene discussions with the community 
about the use of personal data, building out 
from “privacy by design” principles. We’ll 
approach these engagements from a human 
rights approach and include conversations 
about consent, agency, control, accountability, 
recourse for resolving issues and more. We’ll 
also work with Ontario’s Chief Digital and Data 
Officer and the Ontario Digital Service to build 
on their research and work around creating a 
new Ontario data policy. 
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Meanwhile, we’ll develop a transparent and 
accountable process for hearing, handling and 
responding to any disputes from stakeholders 
or community members who challenge the 
Data Utility’s decisions to grant or deny access 
to data or to allow or deny specific uses of 
data. The mechanisms for the public to submit 
questions will be clear and easy to find. 

Through a fulsome public engagement process, 
we’ll seek to answer the following questions:

• Who are potential stakeholders? Who is 
entitled to benefit from the Data Utility?

• What responsibilities should a Data Utility start 
with? How can stakeholders provide advice on 
those responsibilities and modify them?

• How does the Utility stay informed about the 
needs of its stakeholders and continue to 
balance those needs against each other? Are 
there possible conflicts of interest between 
a utility and its stakeholders?

• How can a community decide on rules for 
good data governance?

• What conflicts might stakeholders and the 
Utility encounter?

Approach to privacy

Big data can help accelerate the creation of a 
tech-enabled circular food economy and all the 
benefits that come with it. At the same time, 
we have to be scrupulously careful to manage 
that data in a way that protects the privacy 
of individuals and complies with all relevant 
provincial and federal legislation.

We’ll proceed slowly and deliberately, 
designing privacy into our data management 
plans from day one and developing a set of 
policies, standards and procedures that ensure 
security and reliability. As part of our Advisory 
Committee, we’ll establish a Privacy and Ethics 
subcommittee, made up of experts in privacy, 

security and ethics, that we’ll consult before 
proceeding with any activities that could create 
privacy, ethical or security risks. 

Milestones/outcomes

Year one: Complete the data and privacy 
framework; establish the infrastructure

• Establish a transitional Data Utility 
governance structure

• Establish the initial data-sharing 
infrastructure and online data portal focused 
on communications and supporting projects 
under the Grow Back Better recovery plan

• Produce a Data Utility Governance 
Framework and Operating Model V.1

• Assemble an Advisory Committee of external 
experts

• Hold public learning labs and stakeholder 
engagement sessions

• Develop strategies for data-driven innovation

• Create a “sandbox” environment to develop 
and test the Data Collaboration Platform

• Produce a dedicated innovation strategy 
including intellectual property management

Year two: Launch the Data Utility as a 
functional community service

Year two will see the evolution of the stakeholder 
engagement work as it begins to develop into a 
more formal data governance structure.

• Explore launching the Data Utility as a third-
party, self-sustaining entity

• Produce Data Utility Governance Framework 
and Operating Model V.2, which includes 
emerging best practices, obstacles and 
results from research and experiments in 
year one 
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Years three to four: Establish and share 
templates and best practices guides for other 
communities and achieve network maturity

As the model matures, community engagement 
and participatory governance will continue. We’ll 
also define operational metrics for the evolving 
development of systems. Once the Data Utility 
and governance models are fully operational 
and stable, we’ll look at the best ways to share 
our infrastructure and insights with other cities 
globally—from the software code to the human 
resources support model to the successes and 
challenges of our public engagement process. A 
range of tools, code, documents and processes 
will also be made as openly available as possible 
online, allowing others to borrow from and revise 
them. It will also include contact information for 
Guelph-Wellington staff who can help interpret 
or apply the resources.

This library will be a place for sharing and 
interacting with other municipalities—across 
Canada and globally—and perhaps convening 
a community of practice for others that 
have adopted the data utility model locally. 
This can also be done through provincial 
and national networks of cities such as the 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities and 
the Municipal Innovation Exchange, as well as 
international organizations such as ICLEI (Local 
Governments for Sustainability). These tools 
will help municipalities as they work together 
on issues such as climate change, resiliency 
planning and food.
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Communications and engagement strategy
Introduction

We can’t achieve our vision of a tech-enabled 
circular food economy without the participation 
and support of the Guelph-Wellington 
community. Our mission is to enable the 
community to see a role for themselves in this 
initiative. For this to happen, Our Food Future 
must reflects the needs, values and diversity 
of the community. That includes residents, 
food producers, businesses, community 
organizations, educational institutions, 
Indigenous leaders, government and more.

Ultimately, these are the individuals and 
organizations that will become champions 
and stewards of Our Food Future, building a 
movement that will create long-term systems 
change.

Guiding principles

• Environmentally sustainable, locally 
based—Our communications and 
engagement program seeks to preserve the 
planet and prevent harmful impacts to the 
environment.

• Accessible and inclusive—We value the 
broad spectrum of human diversity and aim 
to engage with all stakeholders in ways most 
accessible and comfortable to them.

• Open-source—Whenever possible, 
communications and engagement tools 
and materials are provided widely to 
stakeholders to allow anyone to participate 
or share.

• Scalable—We aim to make our activities, 
learnings and outcomes scalable to 
wider audiences and communities. Tools, 
messaging and other communications and 
engagement assets should be adaptable to 
new audiences, uses and contexts.

• Human-centred design—We centre 
problem-solving around the perspectives of 
the people experiencing the problem. 

• Strengths-based—We rely on the strengths 
and contributions of the entire region to 
achieve its goals, actively looking for what is 
already working.

Creating a shared vision, together

To create a shared vision for Our Food Future and 
ensure broad-based buy-in from stakeholders and 
the public, we launched an extensive engagement 
process in 2018. Using a “theory of change” 
approach, we worked with our community to create 
a shared understanding of what we collectively 
wanted to achieve and how to achieve it.

That initial engagement happened in three 
phases. In phase 1, we focused on gathering 
baseline information, raising awareness about 
the initiative, recruiting participation, providing 
opportunities for rich conversations and shaping 
the overall vision. Some of the activities during 
this phase included launching foodfuture.ca; 
hosting more than 60 stakeholder/community 
events; surveying local residents, producers 
and food and beverage companies; running an 
intensive social, video, radio and print media 
campaign; and engaging with Indigenous 
representatives and community champions.

In phase 2, we emphasized testing and validating 
models and ideas. We piloted a “Circular Food 
Economy Collision” event (page 28) and held 
an “innovation challenge (page 28). We hosted 
key stakeholders in a value-stream-mapping 
pilot exercise with the goal of developing a more 
comprehensive picture of losses across a given 
value chain. We also engaged with thinkers and 
doers by presenting at multiple conferences 
beyond Guelph-Wellington about food 
sustainability.
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In phase 3, we introduced our “Be a Food Future 
Star” campaign to build excitement and buy-in 
for Our Food Future. During the campaign, we 
featured local success stories, facts and tips 
about food. We hosted community events and 
set up a pop-up Food Future Star stations where 
children and families pledged to reduce food 
waste. We organized a restaurant-sponsored 
campaign championing circular food menu items. 
And we partnered with local school boards to 
prompt in-class conversations about food.

Be a Food Future Star was our first public-facing 
engagement campaign. For details on our latest 
campaign, see the “Awareness Campaign” 
Pathfinder Project (page 49). 

Key findings

These engagement efforts revealed that Our Food 
Future’s vision resonated with Guelph-Wellington 
residents. Businesses were also on board—in a 
2018/19 online survey about Guelph’s economy, 
respondents ranked Our Food Future as one of the 
three biggest opportunities for local enterprises. 
Meanwhile, according to a 2019 Wellington 
Federation of Agriculture survey, almost 70 per 
cent of farmers indicated they would be willing to 
pilot new technologies on their properties.

Our research also pointed to the need for more 
education and engagement. For example, our 
survey of Wellington County residents suggested 
that although the vast majority of residents 

support the idea of making healthy food choices, 
buying locally and reducing food waste, most 
underestimate the amount of food waste they 
generate.

Challenges identified

Our engagement efforts provided important 
opportunities to flag challenges to address as 
we move forward with Our Food Future. These 
include:

• Not upsetting the apple cart. We must 
recognize and be respectful of other food-
related efforts already underway. If done 
insensitively, this type of initiative can 
destabilize community action by upsetting 
core actors already doing great work.

• Recognizing that everyone is a stakeholder. 
As a basic and universal need, food affects 
every member of our community. As such, 
we need to design an engagement strategy 
that is as inclusive and extensive as possible.

• Recognizing that many of our partners are 
already working at capacity. We need to find 
ways to create change without overwhelming 
the organizations we work with.

• Eliminating jargon. Our efforts highlighted 
the importance of using plain language and 
finding ways to connect with stakeholders on 
a human level.

In 2020, Our Food Future won a Smart 
50 Award for its communications and 
engagement strategy. The Smart 50 
Awards recognize global smart cities 
projects, honoring the most innovative 
and influential work. 
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Finding our way forward 

With the official launch Our Food Future, we 
quickly set out to build our public-facing 
communications and engagement strategy. 

The Guelph-Wellington community is at the 
heart of this initiative, and the success of Our 
Food Future depends on that same community. 
To create the changes required for a truly 
circular food system, we need to continue 
reaching out and engaging with Guelph-
Wellington residents. We started are work by 
defining what we want to achieve through our 
communications and engagement efforts. 

Communications and engagement goals

Immediate goals

In year one we aim to:

• Build a foundation for consistent, effective, 
distributed communication and engagement,

• Build awareness, trust and excitement in all 
stakeholders about Our Food Future, and

• Support immediate goals of the workstreams 
through communications and engagement.

Intermediate goals

The goals we achieve in year one will 
subsequently enable us to do the following:

• Build trust and accountability with diverse 
stakeholders,

• Create a diverse, open and inclusive 
ecosystem of stakeholders, and

• Gather actionable feedback and input to 
support workstream activities.

Ultimate goals

By year four, we aim to:

• Build community ownership and buy-in for 
Our Food Future, and tech-enabled circular 
food economy ideas more broadly, to ensure 

the long-term success and sustainability of 
the project,

• Foster measurable behaviour change 
and entrepreneurship, supporting the 
achievement of Our Food Future’s ambitious 
targets, and 

• Be an inspiring example of innovation by 
setting new best practices for industry and 
communities and sharing successes and 
learning from Our Food Future that can be 
applied in communities around the world.

Engaging with the community in-person and 
online 

The best laid plans are just that. They provide 
a roadmap for how you plan to get from A 
to Z, and all places in between. Our strategy 
included numerous face-to-face activities to 
engage champions and build networks and 
collaborations such as:

• Experiential pop-up stations that raise 
awareness and serve as mini-research 
labs to test concepts and prototypes, gain 
insights and promote dialogue,

• A community activator program that recruits 
and trains champions to conduct in-person 
and digital outreach,

• Annual community events to recognize 
changemakers, bring stakeholders together 
and maintain excitement, and

• School outreach, because past experiences 
with recycling initiatives show that students 
can influence household behaviours.

However, in March 2020 COVID-19 changed 
our engagement landscape as it became 
unsafe for us to hold large gatherings. We also 
had to recognize that the priorities of our 
collaborators changed over night. Everyone was 
still committed to achieving the goal of Our 
Food Future, but how we did that would have 
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to change. Through Grow Back Better, limited 
engagement started with the Kids Get Growing 
gardening kits and various online business 
supports such as R-Purpose and R-Purpose 
Micro. 

During this time we were also able to focus 
on moving our digital presence forward 
by launching The Kitchen Table, our online 
engagement platform. The Kitchen Table 
provides community members who can’t 
engage in person the opportunity to participate. 

We also leveraged Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
and a digital newsletter to communicate and 
engage with the community on a regular basis. 
Tracking engagement through these tools will 
help us to tailor communication to further reach 
our goals. 

Foodfuture.ca continues to serve as the 
entry point for all things Our Food Future 
related: information about the initiative, tools, 
resources and videos, online engagement and 
collaboration, data, stories, documents, contact 
information and more. 

Finally, we’ve incorporated the functionalities of 
ESRI’s community hub software into foodfuture.ca 
(page 69). As a result, visitors will also find:

• Surveys, polls and online forums to 
encourage community input and 
participation,

• Space to interact with our digital panel of 
community advisors, and

• Visualization tools to present key project 
data in clear, easy-to-digest ways.

Engaging with champions and collaborators 

To aid our champions and collaborators 
in driving Our Food Future and Grow Back 
Better forward, we produced an expanded 
communications toolkit. This includes: 

• Brand guidelines,

• Key messages,

• Communications protocols,

• An image library, and

• Video and multimedia resources.

By taking advantage of these, workstream 
members can save time and ensure consistent 
messaging.

Transformative results 
Together, we will build Our Food Future 

Our Food Future will bring significant benefits 
to Guelph-Wellington. We’ll shrink our 
environmental footprint by reducing waste. 
We’ll create new revenue streams and new jobs 
by extracting value from the byproducts we 
currently throw away. We’ll foster innovation, 
collaboration and skills. And we’ll help ensure 
every local resident has access to healthy, 
nutritious food. 

But the benefits aren’t just local. By developing, 
testing and refining new thinking around circular 
food systems, we’ll create a roadmap to share 
with communities across the country and 
around the world. 
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