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Abstract

:

No “one size fits all” approach exists for local sustainability and food systems planning. Such planning must balance needs for being both comprehensive and place-based. The current study explores this tension by examining Integrated Community Sustainability Plans (ICSP) developed by municipalities in British Columbia (BC), Canada. The research examines items and actions related to food systems (focusing on agriculture and food production) in the ICSPs of municipalities in different regions across BC to (1) identify how municipalities “integrate” food systems with other sustainability objectives, (2) elucidate how place and geography influence integrated planning, and (3) reveal gaps in integrated approaches to developing local food systems. The study employs document analysis and thematic coding methodology. The results indicate that common areas of food systems integration in ICSPs include local economy and education. Many plans outline goals for bolstering local food economies and building local food capacity through community participation and engagement. Findings also show how foci and approaches for developing sustainable food systems vary by region. The study elucidates how food systems are integrated within place-based sustainability plans as well as reveals gaps that local governments can address when adopting and implementing integrated sustainability plans for improving food systems.
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1. Introduction


Stable food systems are an essential aspect of thriving and secure societies worldwide. Yet, food systems are becoming increasingly unstable—challenged by dynamic changes in globalization, climate change, consumer behaviors, economic incentives, government policies, and more [1,2,3]. Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has been a significant driver of disruption in global food systems, especially regarding loss of incomes and food-related livelihoods [1,4]. This rapid reshaping of food systems (and related activities and actors) is affecting all food supply chain processes, from production to consumption [5]. There is an urgent need to transform our food systems—from farming to commercial practices to be more sustainable and resilient, with greater food security and access while protecting socio-cultural values and livelihoods [6,7,8,9,10,11,12]. In particular, care must be taken to understand how the nuances of stakeholder perspectives are connected with and affected by the larger, systematic issues of contemporary food systems (e.g., ecosystem health, societal wellbeing, access to wealth) [13,14,15].



The future of food systems relies in part on creating and supporting an integrated food system that transparently accounts for a variety of sustainable factors (social, economic, and environmental) from regional to global scales [16]. The challenge, however, is to avoid the impulse to create and implement a single “one size fits all” integrated food system approach. Instead, an integrated food system promotes adaptive strategies across the global system while acknowledging the specific goals of local communities [5,17]. The aim is to respond to diverse local needs in order to pursue larger national and international mutually beneficial collaborations [18]. Similar requests to recognize community diversity can be found in other disciplines such as planning (e.g., [19]) and policy making (e.g., [20]). Ultimately, an integrated food system should deepen the support and protection of local food economies, thus bolstering the global food network as a whole [21,22,23,24]. One way to account for local complexity and diversity within a food system is to engage in in integrated community sustainability planning processes. However, there is limited literature describing the procedures for including food systems in place-based community sustainability plans. Researchers, of course, recognize the importance of place-based food systems solutions and practices (e.g., [16]), but empirical analysis on how integrated planning facilitates this is lacking.



To address this gap, this paper examines the Integrated Community Sustainability Plans (ICSPs) of the municipalities in the province of British Columbia (BC), Canada. Each ICSP is reviewed to understand the processes used to implement food system strategies and actions within local sustainability planning. Although this study focuses on planning process across the municipalities of British Columbia, similar sustainability planning approaches that integrate foods systems have been observed in other places, such as Sweden [25], New York City [26], and elsewhere, e.g., [27]. The study has three objectives: (1) identify how municipalities “integrate” food systems with other sustainability objectives, (2) clarify how place and geography influence integrated planning, and (3) reveal gaps in integrated approaches to developing local food systems.




2. Case Study


This research analyses Integrated Community Sustainability Plans (ICSP) of municipalities in BC. ICSPs in Canada were stimulated by the 2005 Federal Government’s Gas Tax Agreement, which made funds available for local infrastructure and capacity building projects for municipalities that developed ICSPs [28]. ICSPs allow local governments to identify and prioritize long-term sustainability issues and are typically developed through community engagement and cross-sectoral collaboration, thereby aligning with place-based planning approaches [19].



BC is a large and geographically diverse province, covering an area of over 944,000 km2. The province consists of 27 regional districts and 162 municipalities [29] as well as eight economic regions [30] and six larger “tourism” regions with geographical distinctness [31]. The latter (i.e., tourism) regional structure was selected for the geographical analysis for this study, the one exception being that the Cariboo and Chilcotin Coast and north BC regions were considered together due to them containing fewer municipalities with ICSPs. The regions and their respective populations [32] are shown in Table 1. A list of ICSPs according to regions and sub-regions and their ICSPs is provided in the Supplementary Material Table S1. Following is a brief summary of each region covered in this research, with a particular focus on their food and agriculture industries.



2.1. Islands


The Islands region includes Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands, located off the west coast of the province. The region has primarily mountainous landscapes and a population of approximately 881,700. The economy of this region relies on tourism and attracts visitors and residents from around the globe. The key employment sectors are advanced manufacturing, agri-food and seafood, and information and communication technology [33]. The major agricultural areas of the region are Alberni, Comox, Kawai Camberley, Saanich Peninsula, Gulf Islands, and Powell River Lowlands [34]. The frost-free days in this region range from 158 to 201, with an annual rainfall between 873 to 2123 mm, providing a moderate, moist climate suitable for long-season crops [35]. Such climate conditions support field crops, fruits, tree crops, dairy products, pigs, sheep, poultry, and ornamental plants. Aquaculture is a growing industry and has the highest potential in terms of economic value and scale [35].




2.2. Southwest


The southwestern part of the province is the most populous and densely populated region in BC, with a total population of 3.2 million, and more than half of the province’s population resides in the Metro Vancouver area within the region. This region is the transportation and shipping hub for western Canada and plays a huge role in connecting Canada with the global supply chain [36]. The major employment sectors are advanced manufacturing, agri-food and seafood, and information and communication technology [36]. The region has the highest number of non-frost days (i.e., 174–200) and rainfall, with annual rainfall ranging from 920 to 1500 mm [37]. The region has a moderate climate with fertile soils that offer suitable cultivation conditions for a variety of crops, including cranberries, raspberries, blueberries, potatoes, dairy products, poultry, and eggs [38].




2.3. South-Central


The South-central region identified in this work encompasses BC’s Thompson-Okanagan region (it is identified here instead as “south-central” for the sake of geographical clarity). Population-wise, the region is the third largest, with a total population of approximately 609,300 [39]. Thompson-Okanagan region is a popular tourist destination and also has an emerging tech industry with annual revenues surpassing $1.7 billion [40]. This region has a mild climate, with frost-free days ranging from 148 to 175 and annual rainfall ranging from 257 to 534 mm [41]. The Thompson-Okanagan accounts for 30% of Canada’s apple production, and it contains numerous wineries that produce premium wines throughout North America [41].




2.4. Southeast


The Southeast region includes the Kootenay regional districts and communities, which collectively house a population of about 163,100. It is the least populous of all the regions examined here. Tourism is a major contributor in the economy of this region and has an industrial hub that promotes shift to a circular economic model through public-private partnerships [42]. The climate is mild and suitable for horticultural culture, with frost-free days ranging from 110 to 160 and with very low annual rainfall of 370 to 569 mm [43]. The landscape is uneven, with mountain slopes and fertile valleys. The area has a good supply of cherries and apples, and it has active livestock agriculture, including dairy production and chicken farming [44].




2.5. North


The North is a region defined for this research that encompasses BC’s Cariboo, North Coast, Nechako, and Northeast regions, which collectively have an approximate population of 341,600. The Northeast region is one of the fast-growing regions due to the increasing development of the energy sector [45]. The Cariboo region experiences a short growing season with moderate rainfall and shorter frost-free period (i.e., 85–120 days) [46]. The Nechako region has diverse topography and has a varying climate condition. The Peace River region in the northeast of the province has moderate climate conditions that support both long- and short-season crops [47]. Across the North, beef cattle ranching and hay farming is prevalent as well as poultry and dairy production [48].





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Data Collection


Data collection began with an online scan that identified which municipalities in BC had an existing ICSP. Of the 162 municipalities in BC, 55 municipalities were found to have ICSPs. All the ICSPs were drafted before 2017, with the majority (n = 46) of them drafted between 2010 and 2014; six were updated after the first draft. Not all sustainability plans were explicitly identified as ICSPs, but such plans were included if they were developed using an integrated sustainability planning framework. For example, the District of Hope did not identify their sustainability plan as an ICSP but as an Integrated Official Community Plan (IOCP), which was described as a “combination of an Integrated Community Sustainability Plan, Official Community Plan, and Age Friendly Plan” [49]. Three municipalities within the Comox Valley Regional District (i.e., City of Courtney, Town of Comox, and Village of Cumberland) created a single ICSP through a joint initiative, and another three municipalities in BC had multiple documents that comprised their ICSP, these being Enderby (n = 2), Revelstoke (n = 4), and Sun Peaks (n = 3). Accordingly, the final dataset consisted of 59 documents.




3.2. Auto-Coding and Thematic Coding


The ICSPs were analyzed using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo (v. 11). Paragraphs and segments related to food systems were identified by coding these segments using the search terms: agriculture, food, farm, and market. The searches included variants (e.g., agricultural, farmers, etc.), and the research team employed NVivo’s automatic coding or “auto-coding” feature, with the context set as “surrounding paragraph”, which codes all text between the line breaks prior to and following a term. This purpose of auto-coding is to allow researchers to focus on data within large datasets that are relevant to their study [50], and similar to this study, the technique has been used for data extraction purposes for document analysis research on food systems issues (e.g., [51]). The auto-coding done in this research captured relevant contextual text for the terms searched within the document, which are referred to here as “food-related segments” (FRS). The FRSs were evaluated within the context of the ICSP document by referring back to the document to determine whether the reference included substantive content and would be further analyzed or whether it consisted of text such as a heading title, table heading, or picture caption. In the case of the latter, the coded data were removed from the FRS set.



FRSs were analyzed to see areas of integration between food systems and other sustainability objectives, and this was done through thematic coding using an inductive coding approach [52]. This process revealed areas of connection between food systems and other sustainable objectives. For example, Campbell River’s ICSP included in an FRS the following action: “Protect and appropriately manage forested areas, Agricultural Land Reserve, and other environmentally sensitive areas so as to maximize the carbon dioxide sequestering capacity of these areas” [53], and this was coded with the emerging themes of climate change, environmental stewardship, and land use and land conservation. Following the inductive coding, an axial coding process was performed [54] to categorize codes and identify broader themes in the data.




3.3. Analysis and Visualization


The NVivo’s matrix coding feature was used to identify areas of overlap/cross-references for the thematic codes and the FRS codes (i.e., agriculture, food, farm, and market). These coded cross-references were then examined to identify the action-based items (i.e., those that refer to actions or strategies). Accordingly, the final coded dataset included only references that identified a proposed strategy or action, while references that were vague with respect to actions/strategies and that did not clearly indicate relationships between food systems and other sustainability objectives were removed. This filtration process allowed for the analysis to focus specifically on the municipalities’ strategies and action plans around strengthening their local food systems (as well as to illuminate the associated gaps in such plans).



The results were visualized by aggregating all FRS codes and then by drawing connections between a central “food and agriculture” theme and the other thematic codes were aggregated accordingly. The number of cross-references between the thematic codes and FRS codes were totaled and organized by region. The percentages of municipalities within a region that exhibited FRS cross-references for a particular thematic code were also calculated to examine the extent to which different sustainability objectives are present/absent (in terms of their relationships with food systems) within the ICSPs of a region.



The data were visualized using Gephi (v. 0.9.2). Data were organized into CSV format and were imported to Gephi to create a diagram that shows the relationship between “food and agriculture” and the thematic codes. Data were also visualized in a manner that displays these relationships, as they occur for different regions and with the total number of cross-references that support the existence of a relationship.




3.4. Research Approach and Considerations


This study reports on numerical output; however, the work does not engage in rigorous quantitative analysis and exploration. Instead, the analytical output is examined in terms of the presence and (notably) absence of different sustainability objectives discussed in concert with food systems considerations as observed in various municipalities within different regions. The paper reports on these presences/absences to elucidate differences in the integration of food systems in planning among municipalities and regions. The paper also elaborates on these differences by providing examples of the actions and goals discussed in the ICSPs to illustrate the ways in which different communities integrate food systems into local sustainability planning.



The intention of the study is not to make specifically policy recommendations; rather, it aims to reveal how food systems integration is (or is not) being done in community planning and produce insights that can be used to inform the development of new approaches and frameworks for supporting comprehensive integrated sustainability planning. With this said, it is important to recognize that the study does not aim to inform food systems policies for supporting the population of BC; accordingly, the work does not weight its analysis based on population size or any of the other demographic features provided above. These regional demographic figures and profiles are given to illustrate the characteristics of a region (e.g., the Southwest region encompasses large urban centers), allowing for place-based examination of how different types of communities (with varying environmental, social, economic, and cultural characteristics) engage in food systems and integrated sustainability planning.





4. Results


Table 2 displays the total coded references respectively found in the ICSPs for each of the regions. Altogether, 20 thematic codes emerged through this process, and these were organized into six axial codes. The axial codes loosely followed the sustainability pillars framework, categorizing the thematic codes into environmental, social/cultural, and economic dimensions while also identifying two other categories of “infrastructure and built form” and “governance and partnerships” and an “Indigenous communities” group that consists solely of the “First Nations” code.



4.1. Municipality-Wise Integration of Food Systems and Sustainability Objectives


Figure 1 displays the coverage (in percentage) of connections between food systems and themes among the municipalities in each region. These values capture the percentages of municipalities within a region that have references to integration between food systems and broader sustainability objectives. In aggregate, the Islands region has the highest municipal coverage followed by the North, Southwest, South-central, and Southeast regions.



As seen in Table 3, local economy was linked to food systems in over half of the municipalities in the ICSPs of the Islands region. Each of the other themes (e.g., waste management, climate change, policy development, etc.) were referenced in the ISCPs of fewer than half of the municipalities. The themes of history and heritage, transportation, and federal government were found to be absent in all the municipalities in the analysis of this region.



In the ICSPs of the municipalities in the North, education was the only theme found to be linked with food systems in the ICSPs of more than half of the municipalities. Other themes, such as local economy, health and wellness, habitat, and biodiversity were found in the ICSPs of fewer than half of municipalities. The themes of recreation and community interaction, mixed-use development, First Nations, provincial government, and federal government were found to be absent in all the municipalities in the analysis for this region.



In the ICSPs of the Southwest region, no one theme was found in the ICSPs of half or more of the municipalities. The most prevalent themes in terms of their coverage among municipalities were freshwater systems and resources, education, local economy, and policy development, with each of these found in the ICSPs of 30% (n = 3) of the region’s municipalities. The themes of history and heritage, mixed-use development, research and innovation, provincial government, federal government, and First Nations were absent from food systems references in the ICSPs.



Similar to the Southwest region, no one theme was found in the ICSPs of half or more of the municipalities in the Southeast region. The most prevalent themes were those found in ICSPs of 21% (n = 3) of the region’s municipalities, and these are primarily related to environmental concerns, that is, environmental stewardship, waste management, habitat and biodiversity, as well as transportation. The themes of climate change, education, recreation and community interaction, history and heritage, economic development, provincial government, and First Nations were found to be absent from all the municipalities in the analysis of the Southeast region.



In the ICSPs of the South-central region, themes such as local economy, education, social justice, and mixed-use development were commonly found to be linked to food systems, with these occurring in half or more of the municipalities. Other references such as economic development, waste management, climate change, policy development, and environmental stewardship were less frequent, occurring in under half of municipalities ICSPs. Other themes, such as First Nations, provincial government, and federal government were absent from the analysis for this region.




4.2. Food Systems and Sustainability Objectives Integration


Figure 2 shows that most common area of food systems integration observed in the ICSPs involves the theme of local economy, followed by education, land use and land conservation, mixed-use development, climate change, social justice, and policy development. Other references such as recreation and community interaction, health and wellness, habitat and biodiversity, food security, and research innovation were as not frequently discussed with reference to food systems, and themes such as provincial government, First Nations, history and heritage, transportation, and the federal government appeared rarely in reference to food systems in all regions. Relationships between the local economy and agriculture identified in the ICSPs focus on building sustainable food production capacity for local markets as well as implementing programs to promote and support local food businesses. Municipalities have defined different approaches to improve the local food economy in their region. The strategies include linking manufacturers to retailers and identifying opportunities and gaps in food systems by consulting local producers and suppliers. These strategies seek to bolster local agricultural production and increase the purchase, consumption, and market share of food items produced in the region.



In the North, municipalities such as 100-Mile House have concentrated on maintaining local economic health by supporting and enhancing the community’s traditional economic strengths in tourism, agriculture, and forest products. Williams Lake focuses more on campaigning programs such as “buy local” initiatives as well as strategies for extending growing seasons and creating tourist attractions around local agricultural production. Williams Lake’s ICSP discusses strategies for expanding local farmers markets and improving food and market infrastructure to expand the range of product availability and eventually strengthen local food sales. In the Islands region, municipalities in the Comox Valley have produced plans to support research and development in green technologies for local food production (and the economic opportunities this will provide). They have also launched an “Eat Local” program through a partnership between local government and non-profits. City of Powell River’s (i.e., Islands) ICSP discusses promoting the integration of non-timber forest-based production such as mushrooms, maple syrup, and others into forest and rural land management. This municipality is also partnering with other stakeholders to promote the local seafood industry as a key sector of local, sustainable food sources. The municipality of Salmo (i.e., Southeast) surveyed local producers and suppliers to identify opportunities and gaps in the local food system for the purposes of increasing growth in this sector.



The second most common area of food systems integration observed in this study involves the theme of education. Interactions related to education and food systems focus on strategies for increasing agricultural awareness in the community by improving awareness about local farmer markets and providing educational programs on food and gardening. Prince George (i.e., North) encourages community-supported agriculture (CSAs) and promotes Farm-to-School programs. Burns Lake (i.e., North) initiated a local greenhouse development training program and a sustainable community gardens program. In the South-central region, Osoyoos’s ICSP discussed multiple related programs, such as Farm-to-School and Breakfast for Learners, which are delivered to students to encourage healthy food habits and provide education on food production. The City of Surrey’s (i.e., Southwest) ICSP discusses their Nature Matters Program, which aims to build awareness around the benefits of local agriculture through interactive educational activities. Comox’s (i.e., Islands) ICSP discusses apprenticeships in sustainable food production and agri-food skills training programs, delivered through partnerships with the public/private/non-profit stakeholders.



The third most common area of food systems integration observed in this analysis involves the theme of land use and land conservation, which relates to conserving agricultural lands and protecting natural resources. Hudson’s Hope (i.e., North) promotes the idea of utilizing and conserving agricultural spaces by focusing on the interface between industrial, agricultural, and residential lands to ensure that the functions and activities of these spaces do not interfere with each other. In the Southeast region, Grand Forks’s ICSP contains multiple strategies in this area, ranging from discouraging additional dwellings on the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) while also ensuring that commercial and industrial developments are planned in ways that reduce conflicts between residential and agricultural areas. Municipalities such as Kamloops (i.e., Southeast) have ICSPs that discuss encouraging planting of fruit trees and food plants instead of softwoods and ornamental flowers. The City of Vancouver (i.e., Southwest) has planned to increase the local production by setting up five to six new community gardens and a new urban farm per year over the next three years. Comox’s ICSP discusses plans for wastewater infrastructure that will allow it to be used as a resource for nearby agricultural lands.



Other commonly observed themes include mixed-use development, which captures municipal plans for using public spaces for community gardens and food sharing programs. Peachland (i.e., South-central) aims to increase the number of potential agricultural rooftop gardens and public courtyards with garden areas. Similarly, Surrey and the City of North Vancouver (i.e., Southwest) discuss the use of available urban space through community garden plots and green roofs. Revelstoke (i.e., Southeast region) identifies plans to partner with religious and social organizations to use their spaces for enhancing local food production. Comox Valley plans to create a fund and invest in projects that enhance green urban agriculture as well as partner with development stakeholders to develop an “agricultural urbanism”.



Areas of integration between climate change and food systems observed in the ICSPs primarily focus on promoting climate-conscious local food production and supply chain. Enderby (i.e., South-central region) proposes establishment of agricultural tree farms, which can also supply biomass fuel to existing and future district heating systems. Williams Lake’s ICSP aims to increase community awareness on eating and shopping behaviors that promote environmental, economic, and health benefits. Hope (i.e., Southwest) encourages intensive agricultural measures to reduce the negative impacts of agricultural expansion (which also relates to the land use and land conservation theme). Comox Valley’s ICSP includes plans to undertake a research project on greener technology to improve local food production for a wide range of products that help local farmers become more sustainable and competitive. The municipality is also partnering with an academic institution to conduct a strategic analysis of the carbon footprint of the Comox Valley’s food system and to formulate a strategy to reduce food system-related emissions.



Other themes that revealed areas of food systems integration within ICSPs are social justice and policy development. Related to the social justice theme, the District of Lake Country has formed community advisory committees assigned with the task to create accessible and age-friendly agriculture. This plan requires a youth representative from each committee to be heard on a variety of topics including easy access to agriculture. Revelstoke’s ICSP discusses plans to implement a poverty reduction strategy through a broad community partnership to address emergency food programs for schools. The District of North Vancouver partners with non-profit agencies to provide temporary shelter and food for people in need. The municipality also plans to build partnerships with farmer’s market associations to design a sustainable food strategy and set up points of access to the local food supply. Related to the policy development theme, the District of Lake Country proposes to develop policies that support local producers and suppliers to strengthen local food systems. The City of Surrey policy plans include those that would increase tax on the agriculturally-designated land that is not used for agricultural purposes.



The thematic analysis performed in this study indicates that in some cases, sustainability objectives are presented with food systems as aligned (but not necessarily integrated) objectives for improving local sustainability. For example, some ICSPs discuss protecting agricultural production and agricultural lands from natural disasters and invasive species, and these plans also included references to protecting ecosystems. In other cases, the integration of sustainability objectives was clearer and more explicit. For example, ICSPs discussed improving the environmental performance of local food systems by promoting practices that reduce fossil fuel energy consumption and improve waste management, and some ICSPs discussed local food production with respect to improving community health.





5. Discussion


This study examines how food is embedded in ICSPs in communities across BC to generate insight on how food systems are integrated in sustainability planning. The results of the analysis indicate that food systems strategies are more frequently aligned/integrated with certain objectives than others, for example, economy and some environmental (e.g., land use/conservation and climate change) objectives were mentioned frequently in concert with food systems. In some ways, these findings follow and align with discourse that has occurred in food and agricultural systems scholarship over the last several decades or so. Particular emphasis over the years has been devoted to environmental problems such as water and air pollution, soil erosion, biodiversity loss, habitat loss, and climate change [2,15,55]. Similar attention has been directed within the alternative food movement and to the anti-globalization movement towards localization of food economies [56].



Differences among regions were noted, and such differences provided insights on the comprehensiveness (or lack thereof) in integrated food systems planning in the municipalities in different regions. For instance, municipal plans produced from the Islands more comprehensively captured food systems in their local plans than observed in other regions, as only three of the thematic codes were absent from the food systems aspect of their plans in this region (these being history and heritage, transportation, and federal government). In contrast, the Southwest and Southeast regions demonstrated higher rates of absence of different themes and objectives. In some cases, these differences could be due to stronger focuses on strategies that are appropriate for certain plans and environments, for example, urban agriculture innovations (i.e., those captured within mixed-use development theme) in the cities of the Southwest region. In other cases, however, absent themes could represent “blind spots” and gaps, and municipalities that have such gaps in food systems planning could examine and learn from municipalities with more comprehensive integrated plans.



Regional differences aside, the analysis clearly illustrated that certain considerations were rarely presented in concert with food systems, examples being history and heritage, transportation, mixed-use development, and First Nations. Some of these gaps could represent the state of knowledge and discourse at the time of the plans’ creation. For example, the majority of the plans were developed prior to 2015, when the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada [57] released their report on the impacts of Canada’s residential school system on Indigenous peoples and communities. The report provides a strong call for action for governments at all levels to recognize issues experienced by these communities and work toward reconciliation; accordingly, it is possible (and likely) that a new or updated ICSPs would include these (or related) considerations.



The prevalent themes observed in the analysis and types of objectives on which communities focus also reflect the state of discourse. For instance, the focus on economic factors when discussing food system strategies seen in this research reflect the pro-growth perspective of sustainable development given by the Brundtland Commission’s [58] landmark report that popularized the term (e.g., see [59]). In 2015, the United Nations adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals [60], which provide a broader perspective on the concept and could serve as inspiration for more comprehensive new and updated ICSPs. In a similar vein, the focus of strategies within a certain sustainability objective and theme can be directed by the prominent frameworks and ideas. As an example, the BC Climate Action Charter is a voluntary agreement to mandate local climate action in the province, which was launched in 2007 (i.e., only a few years before many of the ICSPs were drafted) and primarily focused on mitigation rather than adaptation [61]. Coincidentally, many of the food systems strategies that integrate climate action objectives in the ICSPs focus primarily on mitigation and reducing carbon footprint.



Across ICSPs, social justice is a theme interacting with food systems, and the analysis indicates that objectives around access to agriculture and food are common. This reflects an ongoing trend of focusing on distributive outcomes and material forms of equality. For example, access to land for young farmers presumes an egalitarian goal for distribution of farmland to ensure that the next generation of farmers can succeed (the basis of success is being able to own farmland to justify long-term investment in the land). Social justice requires attention to both distributive justice outcomes (i.e., farmland ownership) and to procedural justice outcomes (i.e., representation in and authority for decision-making). Procedural justice outcomes are present in some ICSPs, such as the establishment of community advisory committees and youth representatives. However, what is absent is the recognition of historical configurations of inequality, and their active reproduction, and efforts to interrupt and reconfigure power relations across a region [62]. As other scholars and researchers have shown, alternative food strategies may very well reproduce inequitable configurations, as advocates for farmers markets and local food leverage their status and access to resources to mobilize economic shifts in directions that suit their own privileged interests [63,64].



Although the social justice theme was present in this analysis, it was not ubiquitous. This can be problematic, as planning initiatives such as ICSPs often frame interventions as “win-win” without articulating the intended beneficiaries of efforts. Using general framings (such as stating the goal is to simply “increase food security”) supports presumptions that interventions will be beneficial to all community members, but this is not necessarily the case. For example, health is a theme that appeared in the ICSPs analyzed here and although it is a worthwhile area of food systems integration, planning interventions that aim to link food and health often fall short of achieving these objectives broadly and equitability. Strategies that focus on addressing obesogenic environments and food deserts can fail to acknowledge the histories of spatial injustice that arise in specific configurations of the built environment. In addition, shifting food deserts/obesogenic environments to “healthier” food retail outlets and markets often involves those that provide local, organic foods [65] and may perpetuate a two-tiered food system in which healthy foods are reserved for urban elites [66,67] while also doing little for economic development [68].



Another salient finding from the research relates to how little other levels of government were mentioned in references to food systems strategies. This finding could be a result of the simple fact that the analysis focused on community-level plans; however, it also could be reflective of a tendency toward localism when devising sustainable food systems strategies [24]. Born and Purcell [56] describe this as the “local trap”, explaining that there is an assumption that local food production is “inherently good” and more socially just than other scales of production, which is not necessarily always the case. In reality, sustainability challenges are multi-scalar in nature, and accordingly, solutions for addressing these challenges require vertical integration and approaches that encourage multi-level governance [69]. Although it is beyond the scope of this study, future research could interrogate how frameworks such as those used to develop ICSPs encourage or discourage vertical integration and whether new frameworks are needed for addressing multi-scalar sustainability issues.



Although the analysis done in this study revealed a number of gaps in integrated food systems planning, the themes that emerged through the inductive coding process also demonstrated a breadth of relationships with different sustainability objectives and (in turn) the multifunctionality of food assets. This could be useful with respect to developing policies that recognize and leverage the multiple benefits of these assets; for example, one response to enhancing farmland protection is to broaden the public goods nature of farmland to include several non-farm uses. The multifunctionality of farmland and farm activities can be recognized through the goods and services that extend beyond product markets, such as ecological services, tourism, landscape conservation, and rural aesthetics [70]. As a means to achieving a more multifunctional agricultural sector, there is an area of growing interest in agriculture in the integration of farmland protection and agricultural development planning. Bryant and Chahine [71] examined Quebec’s efforts to draw together multiple actors (farmers, farmer and agricultural industry representatives, planning agencies, local citizens, urban consumers, and environmental groups) to direct the development of agricultural areas and the activities therein. They found that the degree of participation and integration across different geographies, sectors, and cross-cutting issues informed the degree to which plans incorporated concerns beyond farming and challenged the maintenance of the status quo [71].



Although this study was done in the context of a province in Canada, its findings are applicable beyond this geographical context, as many communities across the globe have engaged (and are engaging) in sustainability planning processes that integrate food systems considerations. For example, in response to a national goal of having 25% of publicly procured foods originating from environmentally sound production, Sweden municipalities developed plans and strategies that fall in the intersections between food, climate change, and ecological objectives, such as preserving local farm bases, minimizing producer-consumer distances, and promoting organic and seasonal foods [25]. As another example, New York City incorporated food strategies into the city’s sustainability plan, One New York [72], which involved integrating a variety of urban gardens and farms into the cityscape, ranging from rooftop hydroponic greenhouses to small school gardens [26]. As a final example, the 187 municipal signatories of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact have committed to integrating social justice and food systems planning by developing urban food assets in ways that improve access to food for all community members and support local food justice objectives [27]. Such examples demonstrate the wide range of efforts done in the areas of local food systems and integrated community sustainability planning (even if not specifically referred to as such), and future research could involve an international focus comparing place-based planning, approaches, and gaps among a range of contexts.



It is important to recognize that this research focused solely on planning and not the implementation of strategies. As such, the insights of this research are useful for understanding areas of integration and gaps in thinking around and aspirations for local food systems; however, the study does not reveal whether integrated strategies have been successfully implemented and are contributing to local sustainability objectives. The ICSPs studied in this research need to be adopted as part of municipalities’ Official Community Plan (OCP) for them to effectively guide local development and land-use, for example, as done in Prince George with respect to their ICSP’s adaptation components [73]. In this way, the ICSP process could be regarded as a few steps removed from on the ground action, so to speak, and the integrative thinking captured in planning may experience challenges in being actualized as strategies, for instance, related to government and sectoral silos [19,74,75]. Frameworks exist for encouraging implementation as well as for (equally as important) monitoring of effectiveness of strategies; for example, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities Partners for Climate Protection program developed a five-milestone framework for local climate action where the fourth and fifth milestones (respectively) are implementation and monitoring/evaluation [76]. Future research on integrated planning could study (a) the degree to which integrated plans translate to integrated strategies and (b) the effectiveness of implementation frameworks for supporting integrated approaches to local policy and sustainable community development.




6. Conclusions


This research examined municipal level integrated sustainability plans to gain insight into how food system considerations are integrated into these plans, and the results revealed gaps. A potential approach for addressing these gaps in future planning efforts is to employ new frameworks that ensure integrated planning and policy comprehensively capture critical sustainability objectives. With respect to food systems, this would reframe food systems planning as a means to an end rather than the end itself. For example, Newell et al. [77] developed a framework for examining planning challenges through an integrated climate-biodiversity lens, arguing that climate change and biodiversity loss are critical sustainability issues, and any progress toward sustainability must be cognizant of these imperatives.



New planning frameworks can be expanded beyond Newell et al.’s [77] work to also include social dimensions that are inextricably related to these sustainability issues, such as those defined by health and wellbeing [78]. Moreover, as indicated through this paper, these new frameworks could (and should) incorporate social justice and equity dimensions; doing such could reveal fundamental questions and considerations, such as how individuals define “healthy” and “good” food differently [63]. In food governance, some scholars note that food policy councils encourage the political space for food justice [79]; however, these citizen councils have been critiqued for being unable to represent or bring to the table a diversity of impacted individuals, especially economic, racial, and gender diversity [80]. A framework that incorporates equity dimensions could perhaps guide planning and policy that respond to and overcomes these issues.



In addition to devising better frameworks to improve integration, this research revealed a need and value for more frequent engagement in the integrated sustainability planning process. As knowledge and public discourse around what is essential for environmental, social, and economic sustainability evolve, it is important that community plans also evolve to incorporate and reflect these new understandings. Data used for this study involved the most recent ICSPs available as of the time of data collection and analysis in 2020 and 2021, and as detailed in this paper, most of these were produced before 2015. As described in the Melbourne Principles for Sustainable Cities [81], sustainable community development requires continual improvement, which, in the case of local planning, necessitates regular developments of and/or updates in plans. Ultimately, this may be the most necessary feature of integrated planning and the most important insight produced through this study, as it is through such continual improvement processes that communities will better understand and achieve the integration of the diverse, complex, and place-sensitive suite of interrelated objectives that makes a city “sustainable”.
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Figure 1. Number of relationships observed in the ICSPs of different BC regions. 
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Figure 2. The number of references between food and agriculture and thematic codes. 
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Table 1. Regions in BC and municipalities with ICSPs.






Table 1. Regions in BC and municipalities with ICSPs.





	

	
Region Used for Analysis




	
Feature

	
North

	
Southeast

	
South-Central

	
Southwest

	
Islands






	
Tourism region

	
Cariboo and

Chilcotin Coast

	
BC Rockies

	
Thompson Okanagan

	
Vancouver Coast and Mountains

	
The Islands (Vancouver Island, the Gulf Islands)




	
Economic regions

	
Northeast; Cariboo; North Coast; Nechako

	
Kootenay

	
Thompson Okanagan

	
Lower Mainland/Southwest

	
Vancouver Island/Coast




	
Number of municipalities with ICSPs

	
10

	
14

	
15

	
10

	
10




	
Population (approx.)

	
341,600

	
163,100

	
609,300

	
3,200,000

	
881,700
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Table 2. Numbers of cross-references between thematic codes and food and agriculture codes.
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Categories

	
Theme

	
Region




	
North (n)

	
Southeast (n)

	
South-Central (n)

	
Southwest (n)

	
Islands (n)






	
Environment

	
Freshwater Systems and Resources

	
2

	
3

	
3

	
4

	
1




	
Environmental Stewardship

	
1

	
2

	
6

	
1

	
8




	
Waste Management

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
8




	
Climate Change

	
2

	
3

	
6

	
6

	
8




	
Habitat and Biodiversity

	
1

	
1

	
7

	
1

	
4




	
Total

	
9

	
12

	
25

	
15

	
29




	
Social and Cultural

	
Health and Wellness

	
6

	
5

	
1

	
1

	
5




	
Education

	
10

	
3

	
10

	
5

	
19




	
Social Justice

	
1

	
1

	
9

	
6

	
6




	
Recreation and Community Interaction

	
0

	
3

	
3

	
5

	
10




	
History and Heritage

	
3

	
0

	
1

	
0

	
0




	
Total

	
20

	
12

	
24

	
17

	
40




	
Economy

	
Local Economy

	
23

	
11

	
13

	
10

	
39




	
Employment

	
1

	
0

	
2

	
2

	
4




	
Total

	
24

	
11

	
15

	
12

	
43




	
Infrastructure and Built Form

	
Transportation

	
0

	
0

	
2

	
1

	
0




	
Mixed-use Development

	
2

	
1

	
9

	
9

	
14




	
Land Use and Land Conservation

	
2

	
2

	
6

	
4

	
24




	
Total

	
4

	
3

	
17

	
14

	
38




	
Governance and Partnership

	
Research and Innovation

	
0

	
1

	
3

	
0

	
5




	
Policy Development

	
2

	
7

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
Provincial Government

	
1

	
2

	
0

	
0

	
3




	
Federal Government

	
1

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
Total

	
4

	
10

	
6

	
4

	
13




	
Indigenous Communities

	
First Nations

	
2

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
2




	
Total

	
2

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
2
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Table 3. Coverage of thematic codes in ICSPs among the municipalities in different regions.
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Thematic Code

	
Region




	
Categories

	
North

(% (n))

	
Southeast

(% (n))

	
South-Central

(% (n))

	
Southwest

(% (n))

	
Islands

(% (n))






	
Environment

	
Freshwater Systems and Resources

	
10 (1)

	
7 (1)

	
13 (2)

	
30 (3)

	
10 (1)




	
Environmental Stewardship

	
10 (1)

	
21 (3)

	
20 (3)

	
10 (1)

	
30 (3)




	
Waste Management

	
30 (3)

	
21 (3)

	
20 (3)

	
20 (2)

	
30 (3)




	
Climate Change

	
20 (2)

	
0 (0)

	
13 (2)

	
20 (2)

	
20 (2)




	
Habitat and Biodiversity

	
10 (1)

	
21 (3)

	
13 (2)

	
10 (1)

	
20 (2)




	
Social and Cultural

	
Health and Wellness

	
20 (2)

	
14 (2)

	
7 (1)

	
10 (1)

	
20 (2)




	
Education

	
60 (6)

	
0 (0)

	
33 (5)

	
30 (3)

	
20 (2)




	
Social Justice

	
10 (1)

	
7 (1)

	
40 (6)

	
30 (3)

	
40 (4)




	
Recreation and Community

Interaction

	
0 (0)

	
0 (0)

	
13 (2)

	
20 (2)

	
40 (4)




	
History and Heritage

	
10 (1)

	
0 (0)

	
7 (1)

	
0 (0)

	
0 (0)




	
Economy

	
Local Economy

	
40 (4)

	
29 (4)

	
47 (7)

	
30 (3)

	
60 (6)




	
Employment

	
10 (1)

	
7 (1)

	
13 (2)

	
10 (1)

	
10 (1)




	
Infrastructure

	
Transportation

	
0 (0)

	
21 (3)

	
7 (1)

	
10 (1)

	
0 (0)




	
Mixed-use Development

	
20 (2)

	
7 (1)

	
27 (4)

	
30 (3)

	
40 (4)




	
Land Use and Land Conservation
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