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Background 
ÅThe agriculture and food sector plays an important role for local, regional, 

and national economies

ÅNeed for more information on local food systems that could guide local 
businesses and economic development organizations in their local food 
system expansion efforts

ÅThe Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy was established to create a 
healthy, equitable, and sustainable food system in Thunder Bay and Area

ÅThunder Bay and Area Food and Market Study (FAMS) was initiated in 2017

ÅBuilds on previous studies on agriculture and the agri-food system in 
Thunder Bay and area



Research 
Objectives

Determine the demand / interest of the agri-food 
sector and consumers for local food

Characterize how agri-food sectors are currently 
using local food (e.g. type of food, quantity, price 
sensitivity)

Determine challenges in obtaining local food

Identify opportunities for expanding local food 
production and processing



Research Methods

Å103 key informant interviews conducted with businesses/organizations
Åfood processors and distributors, food retailers, food programs, and the prepared food 

sector

Å563 consumers surveyed
Å385 Thunder Bay Country Market customers 

Å178 local grocery store customers

ÅFocus group with producer/vendors at the Thunder Bay Country Market

ÅReview of relevant secondary data (census data, etc.)



FINDINGS



Local Food
Interest/Demand

Businesses & 
Organizations

ÁPrepared food sector - restaurants, caterers, 
institution based operations (education, health, 
govt.)

ÁProcessing sector ςmeat/fish, beverage, baked 
goods, etc. 

ÁDistributors ςlocal independent, national

ÁRetail sector ςlocal independent, national chain

ÁFood programs ςnot for profit food distribution / 
preparation services



Use of locally 
grown / 
harvested 
foods

A large majority (84%) of the 103 businesses and 
organizations we spoke to reported that they 
currently buy some amount of food grown / 
harvested within 100km of Thunder Bay (or food 
products made with ingredients grown within 
100km of Thunder Bay)

üSome food retail businesses emphasized that 
they have made substantial progress in recent 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƭƻŎŀƭ ŦƻƻŘΩ 
items they source from Southern Ontario, 
Manitoba or other parts of Canada.

üFood programs typically sourcing very small 
amounts of locally grown foods.  



Motivation 
for using  
locally grown 
/ harvested 
foods

(n=103 businesses/organizations)

Key motivations for buying locally grown / 
ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘŜŘ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǘŜƳǎΧ

üBenefits the local economy (45%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector, processing 

and retail sectors 

üLocally grown is higher quality (22%) and 
fresher (18%) than non-local food items
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector

üCustomers are interested in local food options 
(13%)
üHighly rated in the retail sector



Reasons for 
not using  
locally grown 
/ harvested 
foods

(n=103 businesses/organizations)

Key factors that dissuade businesses/organizations from 
ōǳȅƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǊƻǿƴκƘŀǊǾŜǎǘŜŘ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǘŜƳǎΧ

üPrice of local food (31%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector and processing sector

üConsistency in availability and/or seasonality issues (29%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food, processing and distribution 

sectors

üInsufficient overall volume of product (17%)
üHighly rated in the distribution, retail and the prepared food 

sectors

üConsistency in food standards (11%)
üLocal farmers not producing what they want (10%)
üDelivery / access challenges (9%)
üHQ policies / requirements (5%)



Price and food quality considerations

(n=75 businesses/organizations)

Would your business / organization consider purchasing a local product of 
higher quality at a higher cost than a non-local product of lesser quality?

üYes - 59%

üYes, with some qualifications / conditions - 27%
üLocal items must be reasonably priced compared to non-local food items, local producers 

need to consistently deliver on volume and standard of quality

üNo - 15%
ü/ƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-local food items on price and that 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǘŜƳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ōŀǎƛǎ



Characteristics 
of higher 
quality foods

(n=75 businesses/organizations)

²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΚ

üFlavourful and/or appealing appearance (47%)
üHighly rated across all of the sectors

üFreshness (41%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector and the distribution 

and retail sectors

üConsistent quality / standard (20%)
üHighly rated in the retail sector

üChemical free / no additives (17%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector

üGood baking / cooking / processing qualities (7%)
üHighly rated in the processing sector



Value of local food to businesses / organizations
(n=75 businesses/organizations)

Does local food add value to your business?

ü75% of the businesses/organizations reported that using locally grown/harvested 
food items adds value to their operation

üмр҈ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŀŘŘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ

ü10% are unsure



Facilitating 
easier access to 
locally grown / 
harvested foods

(n=81 businesses/organizations)

What would make it easier for businesses/organizations to 
purchase local food?

üLocal food that is reasonably priced (comparable to prices 
being offered through distributors) (40%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector and the distribution and 

retail sectors

üAssurance of consistent volumes of food items 
throughout the year (37%)
üHighly rated across all of the sectors

üImprovements to local food access / delivery mechanisms 
in Thunder Bay to make it more convenient (27%)
üHighly rated in the prepared food sector

üAssurance of consistent quality from week to week (10%)



Annual Volume / Quantity of Food Items 
Sourced from Outside the Thunder Bay Area
.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ κ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻΧ

1. Consider food items that they use in considerable quantities that are 
currently grown or could potentially be grown / harvested in the Thunder 
Bay area

2. Report on total volume currently sourced from the Thunder Bay area 
(local within a 100km) vs. the total volume sourced from outside the area 
(non-local)

NOTE: The data does not reflect a total inventory of food procurement / use by 
the businesses and organizations. Some businesses / organizations were not 
able to (or chose not to) provide details on the quantities of the food items they 
procure / use.



Vegetables
and Fruit Food item 

Annual volume / weight 
currently sourced from 

outside the Thunder Bay area

Potatoes Over 530 tonnes

Carrots Over 175 tonnes

Tomatoes Over 110 tonnes

Cabbage Over 72 tonnes

Sweet corn Over 14 tonnes

Romaine lettuce Over 9 tonnes

Dry onions Over 8 tonnes

Apples Over 6 tonnes

Strawberries Over 4 tonnes

Blueberries Over 3 tonnes

Reported figures are taken directly 
from the businesses / organizations 
that were interviewed.



Meat / 
Eggs Food item

Annual volume / weight 
currently sourced from 

outside the Thunder Bay area

Ground beef Over 5 tonnes

Roast beef cuts Over 18 tonnes

Pork loin Over 12 tonnes

Pork shoulder Over 10 tonnes 

Pork sausage Over 23 tonnes

Bacon Over 11 tonnes

Chicken breast Over 36 tonnes

Eggs, whole shell Over 40,000 dozenReported figures are taken directly 
from the businesses / organizations 
that were interviewed.



Other
CommoditiesFood item

Annual volume / weight 
currently sourced from 

outside the Thunder Bay area

Butter Over 6 tonnes

Cheese, blended Over 17 tonnes

Cheese, mozzarella Over 17 tonnes

Flour, all purpose Over 89 tonnes

Flour, fine sifted Over 5 tonnes

Canola oil Over 13 kilolitres

Vegetable oil Over 12 kilolitres

Reported figures are taken directly 
from the businesses / organizations 
that were interviewed.



Consumer  
Preferences / 

Values

ÁCountry Market survey participant profile (n=385)
Á79% female / 21% male

ÁAge range = 19 to over 60 years

Á86% have some form of post secondary education

Á82% have been shopping at the market for 3 or more 
years

Á46% spent more than $40 on food items during most 
recent trip to the market

ÁGrocery store survey participant profile (n=178)
Á70% female / 30% male

ÁAge range = 20 to over 60 years

Á77% have some form of post secondary education

Á87% have been shopping at their grocery store for 3 or 
more years

Á59% spent more than $40 on food items during most 
recent trip to the grocery store



Important 
factors that 
consumers 
consider 
when 
buying food Additional factors 

deemed of great 
importance to  

Country Market 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΧ

Grown or produced in 
Thunder Bay area and/or by 
someone they know 

Environmental impact

Factors most 
commonly identified 
by Country Market 
and grocery store 

customers as 
important / very 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΧ

Food quality

Food safety

In season ςfreshness

Nutrition



Consumer 
motivations 
for buying 
locally
grown / 
harvested 
foods

ωBenefits to local 
economy

#1 motivating 
factor most 
commonly 

identified by 
Country Market 

and grocery store 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΧ

ωFood quality

ωIn season ς
freshness

Other high ranking 
motivating factors 

identified by 
Country Market 

and grocery  
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΧ



Consumer 
willingness to 
pay for locally 
grown / 
harvested 
foods

A large majority of the Country Market respondents 
(70%) reported that they are willing to pay more for 
locally grown / harvested foods relative to non-local

ü29% reported that they are willing to pay the same price 
for local as they pay for non-local food

üLess than 1% reported that they want to pay less for 
locally grown/ harvested foods

A small majority of the grocery store respondents 
(60%) reported that they are willing to pay more for 
locally grown / harvested foods relative to non-local

ü39% reported that they are willing to pay the same price 
for local as they pay for non-local food

ü1% reported that they want to pay less for locally grown / 
harvested foods 



Consumer suggestions for improving access 
to locally grown / harvested food

Improve / 
expand access 
to local food 
in more retail 
outlets ςand 

provide 
greater variety

Ensure that 
local food 

options are 
well promoted 

within the 
retail outlets

Attempt to 
offer local 

food pricing 
that is 

reasonably 
priced 

compared to 
non-local 
options

Provide more 
information 

on the specific 
local 

producers and 
their 

production 
practices

Establish / 
promote 

mobile/pop-
up local food 

markets 
around the 

city

Expand 
Country 

Market hours 
on 

Wednesday 
and Saturday, 
experiment 
with a third 
market day, 

and expand / 
improve the 

parking space



/

Qualities / benefits that Country Market 

customers associate with the Country Market 

Over 90% of the respondents 
ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΧ

ωhas a positive impact on the 
economy

ωprovides access to good quality and 
fresh food

ωis a good use of community space

Almost 90% of the 
respondents also believe that 

ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΧ

ωplays an important role in 
supporting sustainable agricultural 
practices

ωcontributes to building trust in the 
community ςserves an important 
social function



Country Market customer views on the Country 

Market as a community hub
The Country Market is broadly recognized by customers as an important 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƘǳōΧ
ÁA place to meet and talk with friends and members of the community 

including vendors
ÁA place to learn about how food products are grown / made

{ƻƳŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƛȄŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƘǳōΧ
ÁCrowds at the market can be overwhelming for some people
ÁMore needs to be done to make the market more accessible for everyone 

(e.g. physical access, affordability)



Agricultural 
Production in 
Thunder Bay 

and area

ÁOver 70,000 acres of land suitable for agricultural 
production and an additional 100,000 acres have 
potential for specialized farming activities (e.g. 
potatoes, alfalfa, livestock grazing)

ÁWith good soil and crop management practices a 
variety of field crops can be grown including barley, 
wheat, oats, corn, soybeans, potatoes, alfalfa, and 
other hay crops

ÁLocal soil and climate conditions also allow for a 
variety of vegetable production and some limited 
fruit production

ÁCurrently 202 farms with 49,000 acres in production 
ςjust over half of this acreage is in crop production



Farm production characteristics for 
Thunder Bay
¢ƘǳƴŘŜǊ .ŀȅ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ Ϸнс Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƎǊƻǎǎ ŦŀǊƳ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘǎ ƛƴ нлмсΧ
ÅDairy accounted for 54% of the total farm receipts

ÅField crops including potatoes, soybeans and barley accounted for 6%

ÅVegetable and fruit crops accounted for 3%

ÅOther crops and livestock accounted for 12%

Changes 2006 to 2016

üDecline in beef cattle numbers and increase in pig and sheep/lamb numbers

üSignificant decline in hen/chicken inventories

üTotal greenhouse area dedicated to vegetable production declined



CƻƻŘ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎΧ
local production vs. local consumption

Food Item Annual Production in 
Thunder Bay District

(tonnes)

Annual Consumption in 
Thunder Bay District

(tonnes)

Food Deficit
(tonnes)

Potatoes 2,265 5,713 3,448

Carrots 288 1,099 811

Dry onions 63 839 776

Cabbage 46 539 494

Tomatoes 118 3,136 3,018

Green/wax beans 9 190 181

Sweet corn 67 769 702

Apples 43 2,347 2,304



Conclusions



Views, Attitudes 
and 
Observations

1. Broad interest across different sectors of the 
local food system in procuring locally grown / 
harvested foods

2. Clear indication that the key motivation for 
supporting local is to support local businesses / 
benefit the local economy

3. Locally grown / harvested is strongly associated 
with fresher and higher quality vs. non-local

4. Many of the businesses reported that using 
locally grown / harvested foods adds value to 
their bottom line

There is 
considerable interest 
and demand for 
locally grown / 
harvested foods



Views, Attitudes 
and 
Observations
cont.

1. Observation / perception that locally grown / 
harvested foods are much more expensive than 
non-local

2. Some businesses are prepared to make some 
allowances for higher priced local options but 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΧ
üConsistency of product quality
üConsistency of product availability (week to week)
üDependability of product quantity / volume

3. Some businesses want a more efficient and 
convenient delivery mechanism for accessing 
local products

4. Many consumers want / expect convenient 
ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǊƻǿƴ ŦƻƻŘǎΧ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ κ 
perception that locally grown foods are not 
broadly available across the community 

There are a number 
of challenges 
associated with 
sourcing locally 
grown / harvested 
foods



Opportunities

Strong interest in local food acrossthe local 
food system.

Many businesses currently sourcing a portion 
of their food items from local producers / 
processors.

Significant quantities of food items being 
consumed locally are not being met through 
local production. 

Potential for existing farm production base to 
expand and diversify.

There are significant 
opportunities for 
promoting economic 
growth in the local 
food system



Recommendations


