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Project Description

In 2006-2007 GFSA facilitated a process called Community Building for Food Security, to help seven rural communities (a) understand and talk about the social and economic determinants of health, and (b) develop and follow through on action plans to address these issues. The official project name is “Sowing the Seeds from the Provincial Food Security Network – Community Asset Mapping, Capacity Building, and Action Planning for Food Security”.  The seven participating communities were High Level, Grande Prairie, Cold Lake, Lacombe, the Blood First Nation, Brooks and Medicine Hat. Two new communities – Lloydminster and Sylvan Lake – were added in 2007-08.  In 2009-10, Fort Vermilion, Red Deer, and Vegreville hosted CBFS workshops and became “GFSA communities”.  There are now 12 such communities. (Three other communities -- Fort Macleod, Hinton, and Olds – have not yet gone through the workshop process but have an informal link with GFSA.)

GFSA assisted the twelve rural Alberta communities to build capacity by facilitating a participatory community-conversation process to help community citizens:

· have a mutual understanding of what food security is,

· address the underlying root causes and the relationship to good health, 

· find local solutions through the identification of resources, local alliances and partnership to enhance any existing food security initiatives and encourage new initiatives, and 

· to develop plans of action specific to their community.
The Community-Building for Food Security (CBFS) workshops are based on two main resources – Community Capacity Building and Asset Mapping (Community Building Resources, 2005) and Thought About Food: A Workbook on Food Security and Influencing Policy (Food Security Projects of the Nova Scotia Nutrition Council and Atlantic Health Promotion Research Centre (2005).  The first resource focuses primarily on capacity-building and related issues like how to build relationships and how to identify community assets. The second one emphasizes policy analysis and actions to influence policy – with some emphasis on community capacity-building as well. More information on the content of workshops is available at http://www.foodsecurityalberta.ca/content.asp?catid=36&rootid=3.

Following the workshops, GFSA provides seed funding to each community group to help them develop their action plan. GFSA also assists these groups through teleconferences, an in-person community facilitators’ meeting, and e-mail and telephone support as needed. In 2008-09, GFSA also partnered with other organizations to offer the Food: Today, Tomorrow, Together conference in January of 2009. In 2009-10, GFSA facilitated Kitchen Table discussions on behalf of Food Secure Canada’s People’s Food Policy Project (PFPP). (See http://peoplesfoodpolicy.ca/) 
Each of the GFSA communities was invited to host a discussion and recruit people to participate. Angie – how many GFSA communities hosted these? Seven GFSA communities participated, including Brooks, Cold Lake, Fort Vermilion, High Level, Olds, Sylvan Lake, and Vegreville.  In addition, the GFSA Steering Committee participated in PFPP teleconference discussion. When the consultations were complete, they helped to group the ideas generated in all the Alberta discussions into common.
METHODS AND ANALYSIS

The two methods we used for this evaluation were project data and in-depth telephone interviews with community facilitators.  Project data were collected by one of the GFSA coordinator, and interviews were done by the external evaluation consultant. The interviews began with an overall discussion of key successes, to give the projects a chance to showcase the work of which they were most proud. The evaluation (and therefore the remaining interview questions) focused strongly on policy, broad engagement, and leveraging/sustainability. These focus areas developed out of findings from the 2008-09 evaluation, plus a discussion with the two central GFSA coordinators who liaise with and support the community facilitators. Facilitators from all 12 GFSA communities were invited to take part in a telephone interviews. Eight agreed to an interview in April or May. Interview length ranged from 45-90 minutes, depending on how much information they wanted to share. A ninth person, who is a facilitator in an informally linked community and a GFSA Steering Community member, volunteered to be interviewed and was accommodated. The interviewer (external evaluator) took detailed notes on a laptop computer and verified responses to questions throughout the discussion to ensure accurate recording. 
One of the GFSA coordinators summarized project data by either frequencies or written descriptions, as appropriate.  No additional analyses were required for the purpose of this report. For the analysis of interview data, the evaluation consultant compared the data against several broad themes that had consistently emerged from the 2007-08 and 2008-09 evaluation data, including the policy, engagement and leveraging themes that became key focus areas for this year’s evaluation.  The consultant then further analyzed the interview data for subthemes within those broad themes. The categories that became the subthemes evolved throughout the coding process, through use of constant comparison whereby earlier categories are revised as new data is brought into the analysis.
,
  
KEY LESSONS FROM EVALUATION FINDINGS

Following are key lessons gleaned from this 2009-10 evaluation.  Detailed findings are presented in the full evaluation report.

· GFSA is seen as a credible source of information about policy related to food security and food sovereignty, as evident from the speaking invitations and the fact that GFSA was chosen by Food Secure Canada to host province-wide “Kitchen Table” discussions about food sovereignty for the People’s Food Policy Project”. 

· Communication and sharing among GFSA members across Alberta is increasing, as seen by higher traffic volumes on the listserv. 

· All 12 GFSA communities are very active in community capacity-building initiatives in particular, according to the highlights from their action plans and the focus on capacity-building success stories in the interviews. Examples include new or expanded community gardens, growth in cooking classes, community suppers, and good food box programs.  

·  Communities are taking concrete actions to engage decision-makers in policy discussions, work with them on specific policies (such as school food policy), and raise policy awareness in the broader community. Some facilitators are either using or planning to use resource materials from the People’s Food Policy Project on food sovereignty to communicate policy issues to both decision makers and the public. Red Deer developed a guide to food security/sovereignty issues for the 2010 municipal elections, which can be used by all the communities connected with GFSA. Medicine Hat screened the film Food Inc. as a way of engaging and educating both decision makers and the public about these issues. 

· Policy is not always relevant to community members. For instance, in one community there is a strong commitment to a charitable model, and less support for advocacy around policy. The facilitator in this community emphasized that policy related to food security needs to be made simple and relevant for people. 

· Communities are engaged in a variety of awareness-raising activities, particularly special events. The Vegreville project held an event where people could see how far food travels by walking around inside a ‘giant balloon’ made to represent the earth. Participants in this event also got seedlings to take home to plant, and learned about local organizations involved in food security.

· Engagement in local food security initiatives is connected to awareness. Special events are used to recruit community members to become involved in the local GFSA project group. The facilitators use multiple channels to reach participants, and strive to be inclusive of diverse groups including people who are experiencing food insecurity. For instance, Grand Prairie works with the Baby’s Best Start program to reach pregnant women and new mothers. Engagement sometimes leads to volunteer commitments. The Lacombe project just celebrated three years of monthly community suppers, which involve 22 volunteers doing 52 hours of preparation, serving, and cleanup. 
· Building relationships is closely connected to the community engagement theme, as engagement is more consistent when people and groups have ongoing relationships.  In Fort MacLeod, the community facilitator spoke of the community garden as a ‘gathering space’ for people in the community. In High Level, the GFSA project partners with ParentLink to offer cooking get-togethers where parents can share social support along with good food. 

· All the local projects involve partnerships. For instance, Midwest Food Resources has diverse partners committed to a youth market garden in Battlefield. Youth from the high school plus some additional youth will be growing food. They will consume what they need and sell the rest. The youth will choose their channels through which to sell  -  which could include the farmer’s market and other community partners. The partnership includes local businesses, not-for-profit agencies, and municipal government.
· The GFSA projects strongly promote local food, which is an important aspect of food sovereignty as well as food security. They have been connecting with local growers in order to serve local food at events (such as community suppers) and use local food in their good food box programs. Some projects are also working on local food initiatives that enhance food sovereignty, such as greenhouse and root cellar projects. For instance, the Fort Vermilion project is building a root cellar. This will extend the season in which local food is available in the community. 

· The projects have been successful in leveraging their GFSA resources with additional funds and other types of resources/supports. These include grants or donations from municipal or provincial governments and/or corporations, product donations or discounts (such as seeds, garden or kitchen equipment),   in-kind support (such as personnel hours, land, utilities), special event fundraisers, and fee-for-service offerings (such as workshops and program fees).

· Project facilitators recognize that overall sustainability encompasses not only funds and other types of resources, but also a consistently committed project group, involvement of community volunteers, communication of the food security/food sovereignty message to the public, and engagement of local decision-makers.    

· Overall, the project facilitators highly value GFSA support, particularly the monthly teleconferences and annual face-to-face meeting. They have found that sharing successes, challenges and solutions with other community facilitators and the GFSA Coordinators has enhanced their own local projects. 
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