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Half a Million Pounds of Produce:  That’s the Island Natural Growers’ 5-year goal for Salt Spring farmers.  

The Island Natural Growers (ING) has just released the results of an eight-month study of commercial produce agriculture on Salt Spring Island.   One of the study’s major findings is that farmers are only growing about 233,000 pounds of produce per year—enough to feed the equivalent of 400 residents or about 4% of the population.

Anne Macey, chair of the Steering Committee that oversaw the study says, “We’re growing a lot of beautiful and high quality produce on this island, but the quantity doesn’t come close to the amount we need.”  

And in a local and global environment of increasing emphasis on local food security and sustainability, local food production is becoming more and more important to both producers and consumers.  In fact, 50 years ago, Salt Spring was almost entirely food self-sufficient.  What can our community do to regain some of that independence?

The study revealed that only about 1% of active farmland on the island is planted in commercial produce, so there is a lot more growing capacity.  Fortunately for Salt Spring, many of the commercial growers who participated in the study also expressed strong interest in increasing production on their farms.  They are knowledgeable and experienced, they have farmland – and are willing to grow more!

To further that objective, the report makes 17 recommendations for action.  As part of the action plan, Island Natural Growers is planning a series of workshops for 2006, intended to help growers expand their operations and meet a goal of increasing production by 15% per year, about double the produce production in the next five years.  The workshops and fieldtrips will be open to all farmers, and include such subjects as business planning, season extension, and tools and equipment for small-scale production. Stay tuned for workshop announcements throughout 2006.

The study gathered a wide range of previously undocumented agriculture data including information on the amount of farmland in commercial produce; the volume of vegetables, fruits and other edible crops being grown commercially; farming practices; and marketing methods and distribution.  It also tested public opinion on the value and quality of local produce and shopping patterns.

The report provides an interesting visual image of Salt Spring’s commercial produce production, with  maps showing the areas in produce relative to active farmland and the Agriculture Land Reserve (ALR).  Patricia Reichert, who conducted the research says, “This is an important study for our community.  It gives us valuable baseline data about produce agriculture on Salt Spring and clearly shows that we need to bring more farmland into produce production if we’re going to be realistic about meeting the increasing demand for local food.”

The study research was funded by the Islands Agri-Food Initiative, the Capital Regional District, the Islands Trust, the Island Natural Growers, private donations and in-kind support from the Farmers Institute.  ING members contributed more than 250 volunteer hours to the work of the study.  The study is available at www.cog.ca 
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