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Introduction

E

cotrust Canada is a non-profit organization
that equips communities with the tools
they need to participate fully in the social,
economic, and ecological decisions that affect
them.
Ecotrust Canada launched the North Coast
Innovation Lab (NCIL) in late 2017 to test how
an intentionally designed social innovation
lab can bring capacity, resources, creativity,
and solutions to bear on the serious problems
facing the community.
The NCIL is creating new forms of collaboration,
capacity and partnership for initiatives in Prince
Rupert so the community can strengthen its
social and economic resilience and well-being.

“

The NCIL is creating
new forms of
collaboration,
capacity and
partnership for
initiatives in Prince
Rupert.

Context

Food Security Project
In 2019, in partnership with Ecotrust Canada,
the Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society piloted
the Food Security Project at their social
enterprise, Rupert Lawn and Garden. Food
was grown in containers in one of the garden
centre’s three green houses. The concept for
the food project originated with the idea that
the garden centre’s greenhouse space was
underutilized during the summer months as
majority of the ornamental plants sales occur
in the spring. That underutilized space was to
be used for vegetable production to further
food security for the Nisga’a members living
in Prince Rupert and Port Edward.

Building on Cohort 1
In 2018, as part of the first NCIL cohort
of Master’s student project coordinators,
Rabia Ahmed focused on how to grow the
local economy for fish and marine products.
She examined the feasibility of an outdoor
fish market, a fish hub, and a community
supported fishery (CSF), and piloted a seafood
literacy program. From her community
research “food security and food literacy”
emerged as a focus-area for the NCIL. For
the 2019 cohort, the Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a
Society expressed interest in developing a
food security program for their members.

Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society
The Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society is a nonprofit organization whose mission it is to
enhance the well-being of Nisga’a citizens
living in Prince Rupert and Port Edward. They
offer a wide array of services and programming
to their membership with focus on the
following areas: youth, education, language,
culture and economic development. Through
their economic development initiatives,
Gitmaxmak’ay owns and operates a garden
centre and lawn care social business in Seal
Cove called Rupert Lawn and Garden (RLG).
There was a household survey conducted
by the Nisga’a Lisims Government in 20182019 that surveyed Nisga’a citizens living both
in the Nass Valley, and in the urban locals
(Terrace, Vancouver, and Prince Rupert).
The survey revealed only about 1/5th of the
Nisga’a population living in the urban locals
felt as though they have sufficient access to
food. Food insecurity is defined as “a situation
that exists when all people, at all times, have
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“

Crops grown during the pilot included
tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, herbs, salad
greens, and green onions. Harvests started
early May, and continued throughout the
summer, averaging about $300 worth of
produce per week that was distributed to
Nisga’a members through various programs
and social media announcements.

...[T]his suggests that
approximately 80% of
Nisga’a citizens living
outside of the Nass
Valley are food insecure

physical, social and economic access to
sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets
their dietary needs and food preferences
for an active and healthy life.” Using this
definition of food security, this suggests that
approximately 80% of Nisga’a citizens living
outside of the Nass Valley are food insecure.
The household survey also found that the
rising cost of food was the predominant factor
limiting food access in the urban locals.
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In addition to distribution, to recuperate
some project costs, there were tomato and
pepper plants available for purchase at RLG
and herb sales made to a local restaurant.
Some of the key challenges the pilot faced
included labour and space pressures from
the growing garden centre business, the high
cost of container gardening (including the
need to purchase potting soil and containers),
and an aphid infestation that resulted in the
loss of over 100 pepper and eggplant plants
and the confinement of the project to a single
greenhouse as the season progressed.
In addition to growing food, the project also
aimed to engage with community members.
Nisga’a members were involved in the weekly
harvests during the summer months, and a
container gardening workshop that was held
in July that allowed participants were able to
take home containers of carrots, lettuce, and
basil.

Project road map

Phase 1: Getting Oriented (January - February 2019)
The first phase of the project was getting
A major component of getting oriented was
oriented. This included learning about meeting community members, particularly
Prince Rupert, Nisga’a history and culture, those interested in growing local food, and
the growing climate, existing local food food security and food sovereignty.
production and food security efforts.
January - August 2019
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Phase 2: Project planning (February - May 2019)
Project planning included determining how
to grow food that would allow the the plants
to be mobile as space became available in the
greenhouse. This resulted in the concept of
growing in containers. Project planning also
involved purchasing containers, seeds, and
other supplies in order to have a large scale
container garden. Seeds were selected based
on what typically grows well in greenhouses
and what could thrive in the long daylight
hours of Prince Rupert’s summer.

The vegetables that were ultimately selected
to be grown included the following: tomatoes,
cucumber, salad greens (spinach, mustard
greens, and lettuce), carrots, green onions,
herbs including basil, parsley, dill, cilantro,
and shizo leaves. A number of perennial herbs
were also started in 2019 such as mint, thyme,
lemongrass, and rosemary, that are intended
to be used for the café that will be opened at
RLG in 2020.

Phase 3: Growing (March - beyond August 2019)
Growing stated March 18th when the first
seeds were planted in the greenhouse. The
growing phase was the most time-intensive
part of the project. Growing activities ranged
from starting seeds, filling pots with soil,
watering, trellising and pruning, controlling

pests and disease, and moving containers as
space became available in the greenhouse.
A number of challenges were faced during
this growing process including and aphid
infestation that resulted in the elimination of
over one hundred pepper and eggplant plants.

Phase 4: Harvest and distribution (May - beyond August 2019)
Harvests occurred from May to August and
continued after Ecotrust Canada’s direct
involvement with the project ended. Harvests
were distributed during programs run by the
Nisga’a Society and through social media
blasts on a first come, first served basis.
The vegetables were also used internally,
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for example, vegetables such as salad and
cucumber were available to eat during the
Elders meetings. In another instance, when
there was a surplus of cucumbers, a group
of volunteers worked to can pickles to be
distributed to the Elders.
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Project outcomes
Distributions and programming
The food security project’s main goal was to
grow vegetables for local consumption. The
growing, harvesting and distribution of those
vegetables was the largest outcome from the
project. From early May to the end of August
there were fifteen weekly harvests from the
greenhouse at RLG. An RLG staff person was
trained to allow harvest and distribution
to continue weekly into September and
potentially into October. Distributions had
a value ranging from $75 early in the season
when only salad greens were available to $554
when all crops were harvested on a weekly
basis. The total value of food distributed in
that time is an estimated $4,443.25, or an
average of about $300 per week.

meetings, and Elders meetings.
When harvests became more bountiful, a
post would be made on the Nisga’a Society’s
Facebook page, making a call out for Nisga’a
members to pick up vegetables at the Nisga’a
Society office. As mentioned above, harvests
were also used for internal programming
including meeting luncheons, and canning
pickles for distribution to Elders.

In addition to distributions there were eight
weekly restaurant sales to Fukasaku in Cow
Bay. The purpose of which was to make a
small amount of money back for the project.
The sales to the restaurant were discussed at
the beginning of the growing season. There
was also a few dozen tomato and pepper
The distributions were carried out by the plants sold through Rupert Lawn and Garden
Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’a Society. The produce at the beginning of the season that allowed
was distributed during internal programming, the project to make back some of its costs.
such as language/culture classes, community

Volunteer harvest days
Harvest volunteers were a key part of six
harvests from July to August. There were a
total of twelve unique volunteers from the
Nisga’a community, and three staff members
(from RLG and the Nisga’a Society) that
were involved in harvest days. A few of the
volunteers participated in multiple harvest
days, allowing them to master the skills
needed to harvest certain crops.

Volunteers generated excitement within the
community. The volunteers would tell their
friends and family about their experience
volunteering, and it acted like a ripple effect
as interest spread throughout the community
about the project. When volunteering,
people learned about growing food and also
shared conversations about food, cooking,
and community. Another unexpected benefit
Harvest days were a way, not only to of having harvest volunteers was that it
make the harvest faster and to build some provided an informal setting for the Project
capacity within the community, but a way for Coordinator to get to know community
community members to see what was going members, allowing for deeper learning about
the community and culture.
on with the project.

January - August 2019
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Container gardening workshop
At the end of July, a capacity building
workshop on container gardening was hosted
at Rupert Lawn and Garden for Nisga’a
members. There were nine adults and one
child in attendance. The participants learned
container gardening basics, including how to
select containers and soil, how to plant seeds,
maintain their plants, and climate-specific
information about growing in Prince Rupert’s
wet and cool climate. Each participant went
home with informational hand-outs, three

Building trust

At the end of the workshop participants
were asked to fill out a short feedback form.
The feedback from participants about the
workshop was positive. However, they wished
to see more workshops earlier in the season
with a larger variety of vegetables, including
cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers, fruit trees,
peas, and potatoes.

One of the key lessons that has emerged from
this project is the importance of building trust,
especially as an outsider to the Prince Rupert
community and the Nisga’a population. At the
beginning of the project trust was built within
the organization and community through
attending board meetings, community
meetings, and speaking with Elders that

Planning for the future
A major focus of the food security project was
planning for the future of the project by using
the lessons learned from the pilot project and
working to develop a project that allows for
more social programming. One of the most
successful aspects of the 2019 pilot project was
in the community involvement. There are plans
to involve the Nisga’a community more in the
next iteration of the food security project. For
instance, the ability to have more volunteers,
site visits and workshops. The plan is to be able
to reach more people, build community and
build capacity within the community.

Business Walks is an annual survey organized
by the Manager of Transportation and
Economic Development that takes a snapshot
of the challenges, triumphs and needs of
local businesses. Project coordinators aided
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stopped by the office. Building trust takes time
as relationships emerge and develop.
Later in the project, harvest days offered an
opportunity to get to know people and build
relationships within the community in an
informal setting. Through these relationships
more people in the Nisga’a community became
interested and invested in the project.

Adaptability
The plan involves outdoor raised beds in an
identified central downtown location. Raised
beds are important because the soil is poor in
Prince Rupert. Having the garden downtown
will increase accessibility and increase the
visibility of the project to both Nisga’a members
and the community at large. The garden will
display what is able to grow well in Prince
Rupert, act as a training ground for people
interested in growing their own food, while
also providing fresh produce for distribution
through the Nisga’a Society.

As with any project, there were a number
of challenges faced when carrying out the
Food Security Project. The challenges in the
greenhouse itself included: labour and space
pressures from the growing garden centre
business, the high cost of container gardening
(including the need to purchase potting soil and
containers), and disease and pest problems.
The challenges outside of the greenhouse
included project sustainability and involving
community. Each of these challenges required
a response and for the project to shift.

in conducting the survey by going around to
businesses and speaking with the owners or
managers about challenges, as well as positive
aspects of conducting business in Prince
Rupert and optimism for the future.

A key lesson has been to maintain the ability
to pivot the project and find creative solutions.
For example, some of the larger problems and
challenges with the 2019 pilot project have
been used to generate a plan for the next
iteration of the project, such as making the
project accessible and visible, and designing
ways to involve the community and build
skills.

Collective with Cohort 2
As a cohort, the NCIL held two separate
community presentations to update the
community on the projects, disseminate
information, and connect with community
members and exchange information. Through
the NCIL, the project coordinators were also
able to build their own skills while providing
service to the community through events such
as Business Walks and Voices of Commerce.

Key learnings

containers of carrots, kale, and lettuce they
planted themselves, and a basil plant that was
pre-planted.

Voices of Commerce was an event held
by the Chamber of Commerce for business
owners and managers in Prince Rupert to
collect voices, opinions, challenges, and ways
forward to represent the business community
as the City of Prince Rupert develops its new
city plan. Project coordinators assisted in
this event by aiding facilitators and helping
analyze information.
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“

[H]arvest days offered
an opportunity to get
to know people and
build relationships
within the community
in an informal setting.

Project Sustainability
Conversations about project sustainability
and the future of the project need to start early
on in the process. There needs to be regular
conversations about the ever changing and

evolving challenges, expectations, goals of
the project. If the project is going to continue
on, there needs to be community interest and
early planning of what is feasible for the future.

January - August 2019
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Community food security
This project has been a lesson in the meaning
of “food security”. Food is both place-based
and culturally significant. Food security looks
vastly different depending on the community.
In coastal communities, culturally there is a
huge emphasis on seafoods, while in other
regions the emphasis is on whatever is in
abundance or available in that region (ie. beef,
dairy, vegetables, grains, etc).

Within the Nisga’a community living in
Prince Rupert the importance of seafoods
cannot be understated. The Nisga’a Society
distributes culturally important seafoods
including oolichans, oolichan grease, halibut,
herring row, and salmon. Within the Nisga’a
population living in Prince Rupert, there is
also a culture around food sharing and an
understanding that Elders have first priority.

So what?
Implications for Gitmaxmak’ay Nisga’s Society and Prince Rupert
The Food Security Project reimagined what
was possible with local food in Prince Rupert
by growing food in what was considered
underutilized space at Rupert Lawn and
Garden. The project tested growing food to
increase food security for the Nisga’a members
living in Prince Rupert.
Applying the learnings from this project,
growing food is possible in Prince Rupert,
however it is expensive on a “large” nongarden scale- ie. high soil costs, or capital
costs if choosing to grow hydroponically
or in greenhouses. To maintain the current
scale of the project, there needs to be an
additional social component that brings
value beyond fresh produce. For example,
social programming and skill building, such
as more volunteering, increased workshops
to generate capacity within the community to
grow their own food, and community building
events such as community kitchens, garden
open houses/potlucks.

their friends and family about what they saw
and did. The container gardening workshop
allowed people to learn to grow food, and
provided important feedback that will help
inform future workshops. Because of this
project conversations were held at the Nisga’a
Even with the constraints of growing at Rupert Lisims Government about food security for
Lawn and Garden, the food security project has Nisga’a citizens living in the Nass Valley as well
had an impact on dialogue. Harvest volunteers as the urban locals. As the project continues
have created a ripple effect of excitement as only more conversations, ideas, and actions
each person who volunteered would talk to surrounding food security will arise.
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Project Coordinator
Morgan Sage
To say Morgan Sage is passionte about
food would be an understatement.
Similar to her internship in Prince
Rupert, her Master’s research
examined how local food programs
increase access to fresh food and build
community. When she’s not thinking
about food systems, growing food, or
making her next delicious meal, she
can be found either getting involved in
her community or going outdoors —
hiking, snowshoeing, or paddling. She
is currently working as the Food Policy
Coordinator for the York Region Food
Network in Aurora, Ontario.

Please visit the ecotrust.ca/innovation/north-coast-innovation-lab for updates

For more information
Nathan Randall | Manager, North Coast Innovation Lab | nathan@ecotrust.ca
Alexie Stephens | Coordinator, North Coast Innovation Lab | alexie@ecotrust.ca
515 3rd Ave W, Prince Rupert, BC | t: 250.624.4191

Ecotrust Canada is an enterprising charity that works with rural, remote,
and Indigenous communities toward building an economy that provides
for a healthy and resiliant natural environment; sustainable and abundant
energy, food, and housing; prosperous and meaningful livelihoods; and
vibrant and inclusive cultures. We call this approach, building an economy
that provides for life. Our on-the-ground work and systems approach is
entrepreneurial, partnership-based and relentlessly practical.
Learn more at ecotrust.ca

