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Growing Local Nourishes Traditional  
Food Skills & Knowledge 

 

What do busy moms, farmers, northerners, and city dwellers all have in common?  
The one thing that links these diverse groups is food.  Busy moms are concerned 
about food on the run and the quality of food available in school and community 
club vending machines.  The farmer wants to reach urban markets and keep more 
of the retail dollar.  The northerner is paying high food prices and/or taking trips by 
train to buy groceries.  And, some city dwellers don’t have access to garden plots 
or sufficient income to put an affordable, healthy meal on their table.  Such 
diverse voices came together at the 2009 Growing Local Food Security 
Conference in Winnipeg last month.   
 

Now in its second year, the Manitoba Food Charter 2009 Growing Local Food 
Security Conference offered all these audiences, and more, a chance to come 
together in plenaries and workshops designed to increase skills and knowledge.  
Over two days more than 30 workshops included sessions on achieving food 
security on a low income, growing good food indoors and out, grower 
cooperatives and urban agriculture, nutrition and food policies in schools, food 
preservation, backyard maple sugaring, eating on the wild side, traditional hunting 
and gathering, using the medicine wheel in gardening, and arctic food security.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In one session Millie Richard DaCosta (above left), Manitoba’s first certified 
Aboriginal Horticultural Therapist, shared how she uses plants and gardening to 
help people move beyond their pain and loss.  Millie also promotes indigenous 
plant medicines over western prescription drugs because she has seen the 
benefits and drawbacks of each.  In another session Mike Sutherland (above 
center) shared his knowledge and skills in the area of hunting and trapping.  Mike 
teaches these skills to others and takes youth out onto the land through school 
programs he created in his community of Peguis, to bring back traditional 
teachings and show how it provides a healthier lifestyle.  Through their knowledge 
of and respect for their environments, Millie and Mike have experienced an 
incredible change in their health and sense of food security.   
 

Eleanor Woitowicz and Bonnie Monias (above right) from Wabowden School also 
presented at the Growing Local conference in Winnipeg. They spoke about their 
Gardening in the Classroom program and greenhouse activities that engage a full 
third of the students at Mel Johnson School in Wabowden, which also ensures 
students grow food in their back yard in summer.  See the next page for more 
information on this program & it’s far-reaching impacts on youth and communities. 
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Veggie Adventures Gardening Curriculum by Diana Delaronde-Columbe 
 

A three-way partnership between Frontier School Division, Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives 
(MAFRI) and the Northern Healthy Food Initiative (NHFI) headed by Aboriginal and Northern Affairs (ANA) 
produced Veggie Adventures, a gardening curriculum based on provincial science and health curriculum 
objectives. Bayline Regional Roundtable (BRRT) sponsored participants from Cormorant and Oxford House to 
attend the second Veggie Adventure teacher in-service this year, where each school took home a kit of 
resources containing grow lights, videos, worksheets, and activity guidelines that were very user-friendly.  
Funders and hosts were encouraged that almost all the participating schools got growing afterwards.  
 

Once the curriculum reached the community level, staff at Mel  
Johnson School in Wabowden introduced it in the Grade 4 class.   
Each student started bedding plant seedlings and grew their  
own garden at home. The plan is for each child to plant gardens 
every year, thereby increasing the number of household gardens  
in the community.  Either the Grade 4 teacher Eleanor Woitowicz  
or Principal Bonnie Monias volunteered to visit the children’s   
gardens all summer long, to keep them motivated.  This year there  
were 14 Grade 4 and 17 Grade 5 student gardens. The challenges 
they faced included garden raiders such as bears, rabbits, dogs, 
slugs and friends, as well as flooding and frost. The Thompson  
Zoo also got involved.  They have raised bed gardens for all six 
Thompson elementary schools and have introduced vermi- 
composting (composting with worms) in Thompson and Norway  
House schools. Red wrigglers have invaded the north!  Here is one student’s report… 
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Wabowden School Gardening     
Program Inspires Southerners                                                

While on a 8-month tour of North America, 
former MFC Board Chair, Bayline consultant, 
and northern food security advocate, Laurel 

Gardiner noted that this project is making some 
unique connections in the far south.  She 

recently let us know that the Yvonne Learning 
Centre in “Little Haiti” (in the heart of Miami, 

Florida) was so excited to hear what was being 
done in schools in northern Manitoba that they 

called teacher Eleanor Woitowicz at the 
Wabowden School for advice.  They have also 
received information on the school gardening 
curriculum and some of the students’ stories.   
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Boreal Study Greenhouses to Grow Food in the North 
 

In the early 2000s researchers studied boreal forest trees in eight large greenhouses on a patch of land just 
south of Thompson.  With their research complete, the eight greenhouses were recently decommissioned and 
are being distributed throughout the north for various projects.  Manitoba Conservation staff knew that it would 
be far too costly to ship the greenhouses south when they can benefit communities in the north who want to 
undertake food production projects and other community development initiatives, so groups came together to 
make that happen.   
 
Last fall MAFRI and MB Conservation asked Barry Little (seen at right) to 
help with the decommissioning, which involves a lot of shrinking down and  
reassembly.  Barry is well-known for his skill with tillers and helps many  
people get gardens started in less than ideal soil, so he was the logical  
choice for this project.  The existing greenhouses were 21 feet long by 21  
feet wide by 20 feet tall and had granary-style roofs.  Barry knew that these  
dimensions and the roof construction would not be feasible for smaller  
communities to work with, so he reassemble them into more appropriate  
structures with reinforced roofs and smaller dimensions.  Indeed, innovation  
and resourcefulness are qualities that serve one well in remote areas, where  
materials are expensive and/or scarce.  Barry said that he has built green- 
houses out of left over fiber-optic tubing from Hydro and out of discarded  
trampoline frames and legs found at the town dump.  “You learn to make  
stuff out of nothing, you have to in remote areas” notes Barry.   
 

After connecting with the right people and ensuring that there is adequate support and interest, Barry said that 
greenhouses will be invaluable for northern communities wanting to produce their own healthy local food.  
Indeed, with the price of fresh produce and the incidence of diet-related chronic disease so high in the north, 
community developers and the government are helping people return to growing their own food with projects 
such as these.  Barry stressed that “It is important to understand how much work there is involved with having 
a greenhouse.  They need upkeep and maintenance year-round, and with all the people in the North who need 
work it should be possible.”       
 

Four of the new greenhouses Barry has assembled were moved to Oxford House in March on winter roads, 
which fortunately held out long enough.  Two others have gone to Frontiers Foundation, a non-profit housing 
program similar to Habitat for Humanity that Aboriginal and Northern Affairs is behind, where they will be used 
to dry lumber.  To doubters and naysayers who don’t think food can be grown in the North, Barry asks them 
where the highest cultivated land in Manitoba might be.  He then tells them that it is a plot in Leaf Rapids (a full 
135km North of Thompson) that he helped get started.   
      

Barry was born on a farm near Portage La Prairie and grew up 
around the Delta Marsh area.  Work brought him to the north when 
he was just a young man, and he has never found a reason to 
return south.  Barry was honoured as a Northern Community Food 
Champion at the Northern Harvest Forum last October.  He 
brought his sister from the St. Rose/McCreary area up to the 
conference where she shared her knowledge of goat keeping with 
northerners.  Barry figures that goats are a natural fit for Northern 
food production since they provide fertilizer, weed control, milk, 
cheese, and meat.  Who knows what other nutritious food 
northerners will be producing for themselves in the coming years.  
The possibilities seem endless with the “growing” support from all 
levels of government, community agencies and councils, and 
those with the skills and knowledge to bring back these traditions.        

 

 

 

 



       

Grocers and community groups gather to  
increase the availability of healthy,  
affordable food in stores in northern MB. 
 
Bayline Regional Roundtable and the Manitoba Food Charter  
coordinated two northern grocer’s forums to examine how to 
increase the availability of healthy affordable food in stores in 
northern Manitoba.  A variety of stores, from independent small 
stores and convenience stores to larger chain stores, were invited 
to attend, as well as food mail carriers. Presenters included 
communities looking to start their own stores and food buying 
clubs, the Northern Healthy Foods Initiative, and Freezer 
Purchase Program coordinators. The first forum was in Thompson 
March 16 & 17 and the second was in The Pas March 23 & 24. 

 
Various models, including pre-ordering, a Good Food Box, bulk 
orders, direct farm sales, and food buying clubs were discussed, in 
addition to healthy snack programs for schools.  This project builds 
upon the recommendations from the 2003 Northern Food Prices 
Report.  While the overall goal is to decrease retail costs and 
increase the availability of healthy affordable food, a long-term 
goal is to source foods from northern Manitoba bakeries, 
greenhouses, gardens, wild food harvesters, small livestock 
producers, and food retail cooperatives.  A shorter-term goal is to 
link Manitoba food producers in the south with northern consumers 
and retailers.  The Public Health Agency of Canada, Rural 
Secretariat, Northern Healthy Foods Initiative, and Aboriginal and 
Northern Affairs funded this project. 

 
Fo      For more information on the Northern Food Prices Report please  
      see http://www.gov.mb.ca/ana/food_prices/2003report.html.   

 
For more information on these meetings please visit 
www.manitobafoodsecurity.ca or call 330-8849.  

 
 

Notes from the North:  Getting Groups Growing in Grand Rapids by E. Wilcox 
 

It’s March 10th and 40 below and I’m off to do a gardening workshop in Grand Rapids! As I’m packing up the 
truck to head out of town it’s hard to imagine even thinking about planting seeds, watering the garden, and 
picking vegetables, but in doing so it sure gets me excited for spring.  Tonight’s workshop is to a group of 
ladies from the Grand Rapids Head Start Program.  These ladies are starting a community garden and 
compost project in their community.  Many of the ladies have never gardened or composted before, so all were 
eager participants. During the workshop I explained how to start a garden and little tricks that can be done to 
help extend our northern growing season.  I also talked about how to compost outdoors and how to use worms 
to compost indoors.  All the ladies got their hands dirty while planting seeds, which will be transplanted into 
their outdoor garden come spring.  The ladies were excited to be able to take home little seed kits to share with 
family and friends.  The workshop was a great success; lots of laughs and shared stories, and anticipation to 
get children involved, which is what it’s all about for them!  It will be exciting to see their project grow into a 
beautiful community garden in the coming months. 

Funding for the Manitoba Food Charter comes from:    
 

    

  


