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The embattled Senate’s attempt 
to improve internal processes to 
prevent ineligible expense claims 
from being made in the future is 
a good move because it empowers 
the Upper Chamber’s bureaucracy 
to say “no” to Senators who feel 
entitled to perks, says former Sen-
ate clerk Gordon Barnhart.

On May 9, the Senate Internal 
Economy, Budgets and Adminis-
tration Committee tabled a report 
with 12 recommendations to 
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Support for Canada’s three mil-
lion food insecure people, who 

don’t know where their next meal 
is coming from, needs to change 
from supermarket leftovers doled 
out at food banks to food centres 
where people can come for a meal, 
be treated with dignity, and stay to 
gain new life skills, says author and 
community organizer Nick Saul. 

Mr. Saul was director of 
Toronto’s The Stop community 
food centre from 1998 to 2012, 
shifting the organization away 
from a food bank model and into 
a community hub with a kitchen 
garden, cooking lessons, and a 
portal for other social services in 
the working-class neighborhood. 

Though there is a wave of inter-
est in eating locally-grown food, 
sustainable farming, and other 
whole food movements, it’s a wal-
let-driven revolution and it’s leav-
ing low-income people out, he said.

“Still, with all this talk about 
food, it’s astonishingly rare for any-
one to touch on issues of justice or 
equality. … The reality is, the poor, 
marginalized and hungry rarely 
get a place at the discussion table,” 
Mr. Saul writes in The Stop. 

Mr. Saul co-wrote The Stop 
with his wife, Andrea Curtis. Ms. 
Curtis is an author and penned 
the children’s book, What’s for 
Lunch? How Schoolchildren Eat 
Around the World. 

Mr. Saul’s way forward has been 
met with resistance from those in 
the social sector who say promoting 
community food centres over food 
banks doesn’t address immediate 
hunger, but he believes the point 
is to treat low income people with 
dignity and to give them the tools to 
be critical of the larger issues—like 
government social policies and the 

minimum wage—that mean they 
are ultimately unable to afford food 
after paying the rent and other obli-
gations.

Governments need to look at 
food in an interconnected way, 
said Mr. Saul. 

“We need to think preventa-
tively and integratively, and I 
often find that that’s hard to do 
in government. Is food a commu-
nity and social services issue? Is 
it an [agriculture] issue? Is it an 
environmental issue? Is it a health 
issue? We need almost a Minister 
of Food who can quite pointedly 
connect the dots,” he said. 

“Government is so slow. Civil 
society leads on this stuff,” he added.

Poverty and its related issues 
cost Canada at least $25-billion 
a year, according to the National 
Council of Welfare.

Last year, Mr. Saul left The Stop 
to become president of Community 
Food Centres of Canada, which will 
bring the community food model 
to other Canadian cities. His goal 
is to open up 15 branches of the 
organization across Canada in the 
coming years. He sat down with 
The Hill Times to talk about his 
book, his new job, and the politics 
of poverty in Canada. 

This Q&A has been edited for 
length and style. 

In the early chapters of the book, 
you talk about changing the public 
perception that beggars can’t be 
choosers. How do you turn that 
idea on its head—people deserve 
dignity and quality of service?

“Isn’t it as simple as, you should 
treat people the way you expect to 
be treated? It seems pretty straight-
forward. How we’ve gotten to a 
place where we think the castoffs 
of big industrial food is okay to 
be, literally, thrown at low-income 
people as they walk into doors at 
food banks. 

“The fact that three million 
Canadians are food insecure—
which means that they’re not sure 
where their next meal is going 

to come from, or they’re missing 
meals so their kids can eat—that’s 
a startlingly big number that we 
need to pay attention to. 

“People aren’t hungry because 
there isn’t enough food. Walk into 
any supermarket and it’s overflow-
ing with food. We throw out 50 
per cent of the food we produce. 
It’s about distribution and ensur-
ing that people have the economic 
means to walk into that supermar-
ket and buy their own food. A lot of 
those vulnerabilities are obviously 
rooted in better public policy.

“This is a provincial issue, but 
social assistance rates that sup-
port people to live with dignity and 
health. We need to have a national 
housing strategy. We need to have 
minimum wages that allow people 
to work hard, because people want 
to. No one is poor because they’re 
a poor budgeter or it’s a character 
flaw or it’s a lifestyle choice. It’s got 
nothing to do with poverty. 

“Poverty is about the things I’m 
talking about: inadequate social 
assistance, low minimum wages, 
lack of affordable housing and 
childcare. Those are issues that we 
need to continue to fight for so that 
our collective tax dollars are actu-
ally able to create some equity in 
our society. So that if you are down 
on your luck for whatever myriad 
of reasons: for an addiction, for 
health, a low wage job, that we’re 
not going to ridicule you or beggar 
you. We’re going to create a social 
infrastructure that supports you to 
bounce back and become a taxpay-
er again. I mean, everyone wants to 
work, no one wants to be poor.

“That’s kind of my perspective. 
The community food centre idea is 
trying to create a place that is gen-
erous and respectful and doesn’t 
point any fingers. It says you have 
something to contribute, come on in, 
have a great meal, and how do we 
improve your lot? How do we make 
a safer, more inclusive, community? 
You can do that through good food.”

Marginalized people are rarely at 
the table when it comes to deter-
mining policy. So how should poli-
cymakers and advocates incorpo-
rate their point of view and issues 
into larger policy decisions?

“At The Stop, we named healthy 
food as something that was really 
important. That doesn’t mean 
healthy food is going to somehow 
end up in your community centre. 
You have to name it, raise money for 
it. You’ve got to fight for it. Change 

Canada needs modern, holistic 
solution for the three million 
people who are food insecure, 
don’t know where next meal 
coming from: organizer Saul
Poverty and its 
related issues cost 
Canada at least 
$25-billion a year, 
according to the 
National Council 
of Welfare.
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The Stop: How 
the Fight for Good 
Food Transformed 
a Community and 
Inspired a Movement, 
Nick Saul and Andrea 
Curtis, 320 pages, Random 
House Canada, $29.95
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On the table: Author and community activist Nick Saul, pictured recently in 
downtown Ottawa, not far from Parliament Hill, says access to food is an issue 
that touches on health, poverty, social justice, equality and agricultural policy.
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happens because you fight for it.
“My point being, if we think that our 

democracy, it’s important that all voices are 
heard, you have to name that and create struc-
tures to allow people to actually voice what 
they have to say, what’s on their mind.

“In the case of The Stop, we created fora 
in those early days as we were trying to 
re-imagine our organization away from the 
transaction of a handout of not very healthy 
food to a place where we were using the 
power of food to create health and inclusion 
and sustainability and greater equity. 

“We created a space for people to speak. 
Whether that was in town halls or one-on-
one sessions or surveys, neighborhoods have 
a lot to say, and the fact is that those voices, 
those folks, are most adversely affected by 
policies such as reduced social assistance 
rates or a low minimum wage. They’re out 
there trying to hustle just to keep themselves 
together, so it’s asking a lot for them. But if 
you don’t create meeting spaces where you 
provide food, provide daycare for their kids, 
do it at a time that works for them, then I 
don’t know how you get those voices. 

“You’ve got to name it, and then you’ve got 
to create vehicles by which people can actu-
ally participate in a meaningful way. It’s not 
easy, it costs money, you’ve got to be creative. 
We lack creativity on how we support voices 
to be heard. People have meaningful things 
to say, and I would humbly suggest that low-
income people have a lot to say about these 
issues. Our organization is one attempt to 
try and create space for them to come in and 
then not only articulate their particular situ-
ation but then link it to the broader public 
policy issues that need to change.”

You mentioned the idea of a national housing 
strategy. What do you think about creating a 
national food strategy, as some are calling for?

“This is a classic example of how we need 
to create vehicles of hearing a diverse set of 
voices. Our current [agriculture] policy is all 
about big, export, chemical, monoculture. 

“If you look at an organization like Food 
Secure Canada, which I have a lot of respect 
for, which is a national organization, they did 
the people’s food policy. They talked to 3,500 
Canadians from coast to coast to coast in a 
really robust conversation that said, ‘We don’t 
want to see food as a commodity,’ which is the 
way our Ag stuff, for certain, works. It’s just 
like a commodity—got to grow it, sell it, con-
quer the markets wherever you can go.

“They talked to people who saw food 
imbued with culture, with the environment, with 
health. A holistic perspective on food. We’re way 
ahead of government on this. Government is so 
slow. Civil society leads on this stuff.

“Food Secure Canada, if you read their 
report and recommendations on a national 
food strategy, it’s holistic, it’s preventative, 
it is interconnected. It sees the connection 
between good food and good health. To me, 
if I were to point to a voice right now that 
is reflective of a democratic process, it’s 
Food Secure Canada’s work on this. 

“The average food item in Toronto travels 
4,500 km from field to table. That has a huge 
impact on our environment. They say a third 
of greenhouse gases and pollution are con-
nected to the way we move food from field to 
table. When in every province in the country 
there’s an explosion of diet-related illness: 
diabetes, cancer, heart-disease, obesity. 
That’s what you get, all of those things, when 
you treat food as a pure commodity. 

“To link this back to Community Food 
Centres Canada, which is the organization 
I work for, it’s one of those organizations 
where we talk about food not as a commodity. 

“Farmers’ markets and community shared 
agriculture and gardens and schools and 
100-km restaurants, all that stuff is led by the 
wallet, the consumer. That consumer good 

food revolution leaves low-income people 
out. So if we can agree that sustainable local 
food is the best food for our planet and our 
bodies, we believe everyone should have 
access to that, so how are we going to do 
that? Partly it’s through public policy change, 
like a national school nutrition program. 
That would be a really good place to start.”

You’ve mentioned social programs, income 
inequality,  are these realms where the federal 
government can intervene or are you looking 
more towards the provincial government?

 “Our first kind of pressure point is to try 
to create these community food centres from 
coast to coast to coast. We’re trying to build 
15 over the next five years, in the midst of a 
$20-million capital campaign to do that. 

“We are still trying to figure out our way 
as to what our key public policy issues are. 
We’re surfacing those through the work on 
the ground. Right now, I kind of lean on Food 
Secure Canada stuff, to some extent, so there 
are some kind of obvious federal plays, like a 
National Housing Strategy. That’s something 
that the feds could absolutely say, ‘This mat-
ters.’ Because the vast majority of funds that 
people spend in my neighborhood is on hous-
ing. It’s why so many thousands of people 
don’t have enough food to eat, because they’re 

spending all their money on housing. It’s a bit 
of a crisis when it comes to housing. The other 
key issue for us is social assistance rates, 
which is a provincial matter. We will eventu-
ally probably create a linked campaign across 
the provinces that speaks to the inadequacy 
of rates, because they’re woefully inadequate.

“We need to think preventatively and 
integratively, and I often find that that’s hard 
to do in government. Is food a community 
and social services issue? Is it an Ag issue? 
Is it an environmental issue? Is it a health 
issue? We need a Minister of Food who can 
almost quite pointedly connect the dots.

“It is connected. It’s complicated, but 
you can figure it out, and the more we 
think about it as an integrated issue, I 
think the better off we’ll be. 

“I always think social change happens when 
you have good, smart, politicians. Good, smart, 
bureaucrats, and a really lively civil society. If 
you were to do a Venn diagram of those three 
things, in the middle you’d have change. You’re 
putting pressure from down below, you have 
folks who are receiving it and thinking from a 
bigger perspective, and change happens.” 

How is your new job at Community Food 
Centres Canada?

“I left The Stop in August, and there’s 

eight of us working at Community Food 
Centres Canada. The kind of first thrust 
of our work is to trying to raise dollars 
that allow us to build Stop-like organiza-
tions. The model is built off of what we 
created at The Stop. We have two commu-
nity food centres in Ontario aside from 
The Stop, one in Perth and one in Strat-
ford. We just announced a month ago 
Winnipeg, Dartmouth, and another one 
in Toronto, in Regent Park. The idea is to 
create 15 of these.

“We’re partnering with Food Secure 
Canada on some of the campaigns 
they’re working on, but we’re honestly 
trying to figure out if we’re going to 
interject in this conversation. I come out 
of a neighbourhood-based organization 
and much of our work was provincially 
focused. I have to learn too. I’m in the 
process of trying to figure out the federal 
landscape, and I’ll be honest about that. 
But we’ll certainly have something to 
say, and it will come through what we’re 
learning on the ground, and how we link 
what we’re learning on the ground to 
what public policy needs to change.” 

jbruno@hilltimes.com
Twitter: @JessicaHTimes
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‘We need a Minister of Food, who can connect the dots’
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