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Abstract. This paper reports on a relationship between the University of Toronto and a non-profit, non-governmental (“third party”) certifying organization called Local Flavour Plus (LFP).  The University as of August 2006 requires its corporate caterers to use local and sustainable farm products for a small but increasing portion of meals for most of its 60,000 students. LFP is the certifying body, whose officers and consultants have strong relations of trust with sustainable farmers. It redefines standards and verification to create ladders for farmers, Aramark (the corporation that won the bid), and the University, to continuously raise standards of  sustainability. After years of frustrated efforts, other Ontario institutions are expressing interest, opening the possibility that a virtuous circle could lead to rapid growth in local, sustainable supply chains. The paper examines the specificities of the LFP approach. Individuals in LFP acquired crucial skills, insights, experience, resources, and relationships of trust over 20 years within the Toronto “community of food practice,” located in a supportive municipal, NGO and social movement context.
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Introduction: 
In “placeless foodscapes,” argue British experts, “creative public procurement could be the most important single factor in fashioning food localization” (Morgan et.al.2006: 196). Like the UK and US, Canada differs from parts of Europe where deeply rooted food cultures offer some scope to shift the retail sector towards local supply chains (Fonte 2006). In Ontario, the largest province of Canada, attempts from within municipal government, and by social movement organizations assisting local farmers, have had no success with strategies directed to retail corporations, nor until very recently, to public institutions. So far the largest North America effort is the ecolabel of Food Alliance in the US, which approaches food service corporations rather than public institutions and does not insist on local as a criterion of sustainability. As the foodscape shifts, localization, along with energy, are becoming more central to sustainable food systems. Local Flavour Plus (LFP), the certifying and enabling nonprofit organization named in the contract, was formed in parallel to working with UofT, and in conjunction with developing a collaborative and flexible model of standards and verification that gives ladders to farmers and corporations to scale up local supply chains for sustainably grown products.
Creative public procurement is suddenly happening in Toronto, in ways no one, least of all the key players, anticipated. The University of Toronto (UofT) in May 2006 announced that Aramark had won a competitive bid as of August 1 to provide food services to most of the 60,000 students on its three campuses. The contract specifies that a portion of the food provided must be local and sustainable as verified by a new organization called Local Flavour Plus (LFP). The two officers of this newly incorporated nonprofit organization, Lori Stahlbrand and Mike Schreiner, supported by the consultant writing their standards, Rod MacRae, worked with sympathetic administrators in the University for a year to alter the institutions’ purchasing strategy towards social and ecological responsibility. This paper reports on the model they invented, based on interviews with some of those involved. It concludes with a brief reflection on the vibrant “community of food practice” (Waddell 2005: 136-37) which originated over a quarter of a century ago, and links social responsibility and other issues to sustainability. This community, and its public and nongovernmental institutions, provides the context for these individuals to implement a promising new model.
Why institutions?
The scale limits of existing local projects in Toronto have become clear to those involved. The pioneering Toronto nonprofit, FoodShare, after twenty years of working to build local and (where possible) organic markets among to all income groups cannot distribute more than 4,000 “good food boxes” to families.
 The student nutrition program in public schools, which was pioneered by a coalition of groups led by FoodShare, models how government funding can support diverse local food programs and attract community contributions. Community kitchens, gardens, composting, urban agriculture, job training programs, and farmers markets touch the lives of tens of thousands of people and inspire individuals in government and corporations with their vitality. Yet “community economic development” of this kind, according to FoodShare director Debbie Field, can neither solve social problems nor support transition to a local, sustainable food system.

Commercial projects to build local, organic supply chains have grown into viable small businesses, despite the challenge of supermarkets’ appropriation of organics in North America. Conventional corporate farms can grow some crops to be certified organic under U.S. government rules, even when grown in industrial and monocultural methods (Guthman 2004; Pollan 2006). In Canada the supermarket chain Loblaw’s was particularly astute at pioneering its own high end brands called President’s Choice (PC), including a PC Organics line. While legitimizing organics to a wider range of consumers, supermarkets break the link between sustainable and local implicit in the original organics social movement. Supermarkets have a cost advantage over local brokers and stores because they can add organic products to long distance supply chains already in place with conventional suppliers.
 As long as energy remains subsidized, “food miles” (Lang and Heasman 2004: 233-40) show no sign of diminishing through existing market practices. So far supermarkets have not been receptive to attempts by nonprofit organizations to place local, sustainable crops. Stahlbrand, working with sustainable Ontario apple growers as a consultant with World Wildlife Fund Canada, was frustrated in a recent attempt to place sustainably grown Ontario apples, which are exported to England, in Toronto supermarkets.
 And the organics delivery business most committed to building local networks, WOW Foods, which recovered from the crisis induced by PC Organics, has dropped other lines and is specializing in fresh produce. Limits can be stretched but not, it seems, breached.
Nor can the Toronto Food Policy Council (TFPC), part of municipal government, do better than nonprofit and commercial efforts to “scale up” sustainable local food systems. The TFPC is widely recognized in North America as a creative organization, which has successfully leveraged public health and other municipal infrastructures (such as publicly owned warehouse for FoodShare) into support for an elaborate web of food-related social and economic projects. Its founding Coordinator, Rod MacRae, recognized the potential of public institutional purchases to scale up the market for local and organic food ten years ago. Yet the access to other parts of municipal government, whether by sympathetic elected Councillors on the Council, or by fellow city employees, did not produce the slightest hope at the time.
 The strategy of institutional buying was ahead of its time in the 1990s, for reasons we shall see, but the present coordinator, Wayne Roberts, agrees that it is still blocked to the TFPC.

Building ladders: a collaborative approach 
LFP has discovered a way to make it easy to enter into collaborative relationships for local sustainable supply chains. It began in February 2005, when Stahlbrand, eventual founder of LFP, was co-teaching a senior seminar in food security with her partner Wayne Roberts (Coordinator of the TFPC) as part of the equity studies program at New College, a residential and teaching unit of the UofT. Their practicum included a class survey among New College students, which showed that they were willing to pay somewhat higher costs for local, sustainable food, and research into University procurement in North America, which drew on Food Alliance’s brand. She mentioned the results to the Principal, David Clandfield, who had an interest in food through a student foodbank and the food security course. 
Stahlbrand says, “…the thing he was most interested in was that this wasn’t an all or nothing proposition. You could start with just one product, and you could slowly expand as the market could bear it and as farmers became certified.” The continuous improvement approach gives the University of Toronto (UofT) a ladder. Clandfield called meetings and organized presentations where, he says, “Lori wowed them.” It led to extended collaboration between Stahbrand and UofT administrators to write sustainability requirements into the specification for bids for a food services contract to replace the one expiring in July 2006. They require increasing percentages of LFP products each year, and provided incentives to exceed targets. It is a ladder for giant food services corporation to climb over the years of the contract. Contractors Aramark (which won the bid), Sodexho and Chartwell, along with other bidders, asked LFP for guidance in preparing bids. 
Ladders for farmers: proximity, collaboration and flexibility


Three changes are key to the LFP approach as it evolved in the following months: local supply chains --- proximity --- as a pivot of sustainability; collaborative relations to help individual farmers and the whole sector improve; and flexible verification to help farmers solve problems that arise in meeting standards.
Proximity is an LFP ladder for both organic and conventional farmers. Although difficult to specify, especially in sparsely settled regions of Canada, Stahlbrand’s commitment to sustainability led her to insist on local critera.  LFP brought in Rod MacRae to write standards. MacRae had worked with Stahlbrand at WWF and on a popular book with her and Roberts (Roberts et.al. 1999); had long experience in both organics standards and government (including ten years coordinating the Toronto Food Policy Council (TFPC); a doctorate in sustainable agriculture policy, and a commitment to local food systems. LFP works with and against the arbitrary nature of “local.”  It begins with political jurisdictions. LFP certifies within the province of Ontario, allowing exceptions for borders with other provinces but not (for legal reasons) with the U.S., despite the fact that the national border cuts across natural regions and waterways. Most important, local refers to the whole supply chain. LFP reverses conventional incentives, and encourages regional links (Local Flavour Plus 2006).


By making available a greatly expanded market, LFP balances the scales in favour of local organic farmers. The Canadian organics movement has achieved government standards (to be announced in 2006) which are higher than those of the US National Organic Program. Unless the market rewards Ontario farmers, they will find it hard to compete with industrial organic imports. Stahlbrand had first looked to U.S. Food Alliance (FA), “rather than reinventing the wheel…and having to write standards ourselves.”  But FA “didn’t deal with energy and there wasn’t anything overtly local.” As a result, Toronto stores sell frozen blueberries and raspberries, which can be grown and frozen in Ontario, imported from an FA certified 4000 acre operation in Oregon.
 When the FA connection broke down, Stahlbrand realized “we can make these standards anything we want t make them because we are starting from scratch!” (LS). LFP standards, therefore, turn proximity from a liability into an advantage. 
At the same time, organic farmers benefit from the high standards they have maintained. LFP’s environmental  production standard, which is one of five categories, automatically recognizes organic. Of course, organic farmers will have to meet new requirements for biodiversity, labour, animal welfare, and energy use, as well as proximity. Energy standards are a notable innovation, not understood until recently and thus a problem for organizations such as FA. More notable in the North American context, and one of the distinctive features of the Canadian political context, are labour standards; according to Guthman (2004), lack of concern with labour standards was a fatal flaw that facilitated monocultural take-over of organics in California. Organic farmers will have access to the same collaborative relationships and flexible verification practices as conventional farmers to improve with LFP.
The proximity standard is accessible to organic farmers to meet, at least in the Toronto area, because local organic supply chains have been created and quality raised over the past decade. Mike Schreiner, LFP Director of Marketing, created an organic home delivery business called WOW Foods, which emphasized local as much as possible. He calls it “values-based” based business. His goal was always political, to build sustainable economies, combined with an appreciation of the social possibilities of food. Beginning with a Community Supported Agriculture project using a local currency, he helped organic farmers overcome what he saw as quality barriers to market entry. Paradoxically, what was grown without chemicals and with attention to ecosystem integrity was not handled properly, so that it would “die the next morning in your refrigerator.” Organic farmers often came from non-farm backgrounds. “There was a lot of historical knowledge about how to handle foods that wasn’t there.” Schreiner had grown up on a farm in Kansas, where his grandmother had milled wheat into flour, which she still does, with her son’s wheat, in her retirement home. He learned more working in grocery stores. With his winning ways, and his growing ability to market their products, Schreiner got past the attitude he encountered --- “well, it’s grown without chemicals, so therefore, eat it!” --- and taught organic farmers proper post-harvest handling techniques. Over time, WOW Foods built up a loyal network of organic farmers and processors. He brings these supply chains, which were reaching limits with the entry of “mainstream corporate organics,” along with his skills at improving quality, into LFP (MS).  
LFP overcomes another barrier of the organics movement with flexible certification. Organic certification is an all or nothing proposition. The clear boundary between organic and conventional is intentionally reinforced by rigorous requirements for transition to organic. It encourages division, even hostility, between organics and those committed to the conventional food system. Organic farmers understandably consider themselves burdened by market and government practices favouring conventional farmers. However, both MacRae and Schreiner note that this attitude is a barrier to growth. Conventional farmers and government ministries of agriculture understandably take organics to be a rejection of all they do. LFP standards avoids this trap. 

Conventional and organic farmers alike benefit from LFP’s innovative point system. A base of mandatory conditions must be met to be verified, but once verified, bonuses foster  improvement in each category. Out of a total of 1200 points, farmers must meet 75%, which LFP understands to “represent significant progress in the transition to more sustainable practices” (Local Flavour Plus 2006: 1). Thus, while it is mandatory for a supply chain to be within the very large territory of Ontario, the LFP local standard awards a 50 point bonus to farmers and processors within 200 km of final consumers. LFP enables farmers, such as the apple producing group (Norfolk) MacRae and Stahlbrand worked with at WWF, to divert exports from the UK to domestic buyers. Some small producers are already planning to divert from US to domestic sales (RM).
LFP introduces collaborative practices to improve the sector as a whole. One support is to “piggyback” on existing standards where LFP finds them acceptable (RM). This minimizes administration, something farmers have been complaining about with recent proliferation of governmental, corporate, commodity sector, and third party norms and “performance standards.” The Introduction to LFP standards for farmers states, “In the spirit of continuous improvement, standards are strengthened annually, based on input from growers and other experts” (LFP 2006: 1). Building on his experience with Integrated Pest Management systems with World Wildlife Fund Canada, MacRae devised standards and verification procedures to assist farmers with difficulties in meeting production protocols. Sometimes, MacRae says, from a “particularly idealistic” perspective, it can seem “outrageous.” He recalls an instance when a redlisted (banned) chemical for potatoes had to be temporarily reclassified on the yellow list (permitted with specific conditions) because the local pesticide vendor would not carry the listed yellow substitute. LFP standards works consciously with the “tension…between differentiating from the [conventional] norm and having…a sufficient pool of people who can meet [the higher standard] so that you guarantee supply… in the short term.” Continuous improvement comes by “shift[ing] those provisions to make them more rigorous over time but at a speed that allows producers…to evolve with the protocol.”(RM)
Enabling Organization: Values based facilitation of market relationships

One of the lessons collectively learned is how to use the legal framework of nonprofit organizations to enable relationships between small farmers and institutional buyers, and how to assist both in a climate of proliferating regulations and protocols. LFP does not negotiate contracts, including quantities and prices. MacRae: “we can’t guarantee anything for anybody.” However, small growers are “scaling up” in anticipation of LFP sales, based on the trust they bear to MacRae, Schreiner, and the consultant who is training inspectors for LFP. Garry Lean was approached because of his 25 years’ experience as an organics inspector, flexibility (“we weren’t sure he’d want to since it’s not all organic”), and relations with farmers: “When you say to a farmer, Garry is our director of inspection, they say, ok, I’m comfortable with this.” (RM)

Nonprofit status prohibits political activity and commerce. Stahlbrand says that LFP provides “marketing support” to sustainable farmers who can’t pay for marketing sustainable products that should bring a premium price. It uses the money it raises from foundations “to educate people about sustainable agriculture and provide markets, not for individual farmers but for sustainable farming.”  Of course, nonprofit status is necessary to win foundation grants. The relationship is more comfortable between organizations that are both nonprofits (LS).

LFP offers farmers an alternative to unequal power in markets. MacRae says that marketing associations and links to “progressive buyers” are among the shifts by growers wanting to be “connected to something” rather than atomized and dependent on corporations. For instance, LFP does not accept most ISO standards because they are oriented to large operations and attempt to apply universally. Both scale and lack of specificity are problems for sustainable agriculture. According to MacRae, ISO might require “a plan for minimizing soil erosion, whereas our [protocol] would be you have to have a four-course rotation.” Generic standards are applicable without reference to the local conditions that LFP defines for sustainability, and oriented to larger operations, e.g., having a company officer responsible for environmental management. In a world of proliferating norms, protocols, and “performance standards,” LFP does some work from which governments have withdrawn. The Canadian government, through its Agricultural Policy Framework, gives grants to commodity groups to develop and enforce food safety performance standards. For some things the government inspection agency may govern and inspect. Corporate buyers demand protocols, but don’t always know which to choose, especially across regions (RM). 
Corporations and governments have changed in the decade since MacRae tried to convince municipal institutions and hospitals to purchase food according to social and sustainable criteria. At that time, he was a government insider, a public servant in the City’s Department of Public Health. Yet in retrospect MacRae thinks the obstacles were mainly to do with undeveloped corporate supply chains. Ten years ago what we now call traceability --- a practice devised by the organic movement --- was just beginning to be adopted by corporations. MacRae was told by government and hospital purchasers at the time that local buying was not consistent with specific protocols of vendors concerning food safety which were being implemented as part of what we retrospectively understand as global restructuring of corporate supply chains.  Free trade agreements were a perceived barrier which no longer seems threatening. Over the decade, it has become clear that traceability makes it possible for corporations to monitor supply chains of all kinds, the result of massive investment in electronic tracking systems. It paradoxically makes possible monitoring of local supply chains. 
Government institutions built in the 1970s or earlier, particularly the Ontario Milk Marketing Board, adapt only with the greatest difficulty and reluctance to traceability; they allowed a separate organic stream, but other than that, according to Stahlbrand, “it’s all or nothing.” New government initiatives move towards indirect regulation. The Canadian Agricultural Policy Framework gives grants to commodity groups, for instance, to create and enforce safety protocols for their members (RM). The proliferation of “third party certifiers” (a term as negative and uninstructive as nongovernmental and nonprofit) well beyond organics, creates opportunities as well as confusion. 
Thus, LFP has seized the moment to leverage a large institution’s buying power to direct the newly acquired capacity of food service corporations like Aramark towards locally appropriate norms and sustainable supply chains. The UofT, in the same period, had acquired its own experience in responsible purchasing. Its apparel purchases use social criteria in response to the “no sweat” campaign of the Maquila Solidarity Network (a policy recently adopted as well by the municipality of Toronto for firefighters, police, transit workers and paramedic uniforms (Annex Gleaner: 2)). In this climate, students interested in local, sustainable food from UofT catering corporations didn’t need to demonstrate. With help from teacher Stahlbrand, they researched models for UofT to consider. Then Principal Clandfied of New College took the initiative, and his colleagues responsible for purchasing enthusiastically in the wider UofT embraced the idea. MacRae says of Stahlbrand, “She has tapped into…[a] vein I have never seen before. I have never seen a project that has received so little opposition.” The UofT is proud to announce its new policy, and other educational institutions are expressing interest.

LFP hopes that Aramark’s increasing purchases to feed tens of thousands of students will reorient supply chains towards local and sustainable. MacRae envisions that “once suppliers are LFP verified, many of them [will sell]…to multiple customers;” food service companies will encourage existing suppliers to meet LFP standards, and LFP will no longer have to create new relationships. Echoing his colleague Mike Schreiner, the values-based entrepreneur who outlived the PC Organics crisis, and reflecting on the failure of Lori Stahlbrand’s efforts for WWF to place IPM apples in supermarkets, Rod MacRae thinks that “this may be the way to retail in the end.”
Origins: a vibrant community of food practice
It is intriguing that with the UofT contract, a nonprofit organization enables a constructive market linkage between local small farmers and a large transnational corporation. By specifying local and by rewarding improvements, a public institutional purchaser encourages a large transnational corporation to use its advanced tracking techniques to enable small quantities to enter via local supply chains. This web of relationships suggests that, at least in Ontario, the gaps between policy and activist orientations, and between place-based and industrial conventions identified in the literature (Goodman 2003:1-2) can be bridged.

What is the basis of this social creativity? Stahlbrand, Schreiner, and MacRae are three of the many creative individuals in a Toronto community of food practice that goes back more than two decades. Like the others quoted in this article --- Field, Roberts, and ????          --- and hundreds not mentioned, the three acquired crucial technical skills, organizational insights, negotiating experience, institutional resources, and personal relationships of trust over 20 years within the Toronto food “community of practice.” All three credit their experiences and relationships within the community of practice of Toronto food politics. 
Unlike most uses of the phrase (Waddell 2005), I understand the Toronto community of food practice to include more than networks among individuals, and more than their ability to access resources through institutions. It also includes the specific functions of a municipal government body, the Toronto Food Policy Council, and a vibrant network of nongovernmental food security organizations, especially the oldest and largest, FoodShare. These organizations have provided strategic resources, opportunities to experiment and learn from others’ experiments, to the diverse individuals who move through them, usually leaving behind new projects and ideas. These institutions are unique in linking a wide range of top-down and bottom-up initiatives that emerge and evolve within and across a range of  “sectors” --- public, voluntary (NGO), and market.
Schreiner and Stahlbrand met at the Toronto Food Policy Council, on the day in early 2005 when Coordinator Roberts invited both to address the Council. Each had turned to the Council for help in scaling up markets in sustainable agriculture in Ontario, but from different sectors --- private business and NGO. That these two food innovators had not met before testifies to the breadth of the community. Schreiner was ready to move on from the organic distribution business, turning over management to a new partner after weathering the storm of retail competition from imported industrial organics. Stahlbrand was looking for support for an Ontario ecolabel, at the time envisioned as Food Alliance Canada, which grew out of her work with WWF Canada. She had already begun to work under FoodShare’s welcoming umbrella, which allowed her to apply for grants under their charitable status. These small grants kept her going for a few months at a time. Each had worked for years to arrive at convergent understandings. The embracing community of practice, via TFPC, allowed them to collaborate quickly.
If the Toronto community of food practice is wide enough to allow longtime participants to work on parallel paths, its webs are also intricate. MacRae was Coordinator of TFPC before Roberts, and the two had co-authored a popular book on sustainable food with Stahlbrand. Although she and Roberts are partners, Stahlbrand met MacRae independently. Each was consulting (on different projects) for WWF Canada. Stahlbrand’s fascination with ecolabels and contacts with Food Alliance came from the WWF project, as did her ability to move beyond FA’s limitations. She took her quest, as do many food innovators, to FoodShare, where Debbie Field gave her support to explore and experiment. FoodShare’s umbrella, including its charitable status, allowed Stahlbrand to apply successfully for the first grants that eventually led to LFP. As former Co-Chair of TFPC, I am part of this community of food practice. A research grant at UofT that included FoodShare as a “community partner,” financed a small seminar at which Stahbrand first introduced the concept of an Ontario ecolabel in December 2004. The event attracted an unusually mixed audience for the University or any venue: policy officials and staff from Toronto and Ontario governments, farmers, activists, and NGOs. 

No one guessed that the ecolabel idea was only a step towards a very different approach, which would culminate a year and a half later in a contract between UofT and Aramark corporation, and in the creation of LFP, which continues as a work in progress. Out of the Toronto community of food practice individuals came together --- and drew in others from the UofT, organics and sustainability movements --- to create a new way of certifying, of making standards for sustainability, and of institutional food services, which promises to scale up local supply chains. An aspect that I want to mention in closing is the inclusion of labour standards with sustainability. The Toronto Food Policy Council and FoodShare were both initiatives of municipal government to address hunger and food security. These public and NGO organizations have helped to sustain the often uneasy link between social justice and sustainability. It has been a creative tension since the early days of the Toronto community of food practice.community. 
Annex Gleaner, May 2006, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.
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