Beyond the Bank Report Summary

This community-based research project examined the role and impact of food assistance
programs in Eastern Nova Scotia, including their characteristics, networks, and challenges. The
development of this research has been a collaborative effort by the Beyond the Bank Working
Group consisting of a variety of stakeholders such as New Dawn Enterprises, Public Health
Eastern Zone, Cape Breton University, Community Health Boards, Eskasoni Health, Victoria
County, Inverness County, Richmond River Roots Market Garden Society and other community
food programs. The project also received funding from the University of British Columbia’s Food
Odyssey Project.

Food assistance was defined as programs that provide food at no or reduced cost, such as food
banks, meal programs, community kitchens, and other activities that enhance access to healthy,
affordable food, including nutrition education and the development of community gardens.
Data collection included a community survey, focus groups and interviews with people running
food programs to capture both quantitative and qualitative insights. Goals of the project were
to:

1. Develop a deeper understanding of how food assistance programs support people in
feeding themselves and their families.
Foster relationships among groups engaged in community food assistance.

3. Identify the challenges and opportunities food assistance programs face.
Look for potential policy levers that can change the state of food insecurity in Eastern
Nova Scotia.

Findings highlight the strengths of community-based food programming in connecting and
feeding the community. However, these programs face persistent challenges such as unstable
funding, volunteer burnout, and fragmented service delivery, which limit their ability to meet
rising demand. While they provide immediate relief, they cannot alone address systemic drivers
such as poverty, wage inequality, and structural barriers.

Recommendations emphasize the need for systemic change, including higher wages, stronger
income supports, and consistent funding for community-based food assistance models that
prioritize dignity, choice, and long-term, integrated support. Sustainable strategies should
focus on addressing systemic barriers, ensuring adequate resources for local programs,
improving accessibility, and adopting holistic approaches that integrate food security into
broader poverty reduction efforts. These steps would strengthen resilience, improve food
access, and better support vulnerable populations across Eastern Nova Scotia.



Research Highlights

Sustainable Funding: Available funding is short-term and unpredictable, with programs relying
on grants and fundraising. Advanced operational planning is difficult to achieve. Programs are
sometimes forced to cut back on services. Long-term reliable funding is required so they can
focus on helping people instead of constantly trying to raise money.

Volunteers and Staffing: The dedication of volunteers remains a cornerstone of food security
initiatives within the Eastern Zone of Nova Scotia. The time spent on delivering programs often
includes securing funding and coordination to support the programs’ ongoing operations.

Rural Food Options: Limited grocery options, transportation challenges, and difficulties with
food delivery models in rural areas contribute significantly to food insecurity. Options need to
be explored to enhance buying choices in rural settings, secure transportation and improve
collaboration between existing food providers.

Cost of Living: The rising cost of living has significantly reduced household food budgets. The
gap between minimum wage and living wage continues to widen, making food increasingly
unaffordable. Food assistance programs are also impacted by the rising food costs, limiting their
ability to meet the demand.

Choice, Safety and Dignity: Stigma and a lack of resources make it hard for people to access
food support with dignity and choice. Programs try to be welcoming and supportive but are
limited by funding and space.

Diverse Clientele: Food assistance programs serve a large, diverse population, including
families, seniors, newcomers, students, and people with disabilities. Meeting cultural, dietary
needs remain challenging without adequate, sustainable resources.

Volume of Need: Demand for food assistance programs has increased since the pandemic and

continues to rise. High demand and limited resources mean programs must restrict services and
limit how many people they can help.

Strengths and Opportunities Highlights

Meeting Direct Community Needs: Food assistance programs across Eastern Nova



Scotia demonstrate significant strengths in their ability to meet community needs directly. A key
strength lies in the diversity of organizations involved and how their staff and volunteers are
deeply connected to the communities they serve.

Food Literacy Education: Food education plays a vital role in strengthening food assistance
initiatives by empowering individuals and communities with the knowledge and skills to grow,
prepare, and preserve their own food. Many of the organizations were offering or were
interested in offering more food literacy education as part of their work.

Reduction of Stigma: Organizations involved in food support initiatives are actively working to
reduce the stigma often associated with accessing food banks. Many have adopted practices
that increase client anonymity, such as limiting the amount of personal information and
paperwork required.

Cooperation and Collaboration: A recurring theme throughout the research is the need for
improved collaboration among food assistance organizations. Participants expressed concern
over competition for limited resources, which can hinder the effectiveness of programs and
create territorial disputes.

Government Intervention: The persistently high rates of household food insecurity in Nova

Scotia highlight the urgent need for governments to move beyond food-based interventions and
adopt evidence-informed policies that address the root causes of the problem.

Recommendation Highlights

For Government and Policy Makers

* Advocate for sustained and increased funding for food assistance programs.

* Provide flexible funding criteria and simplify processes to support direct food provision,
reduce stigma, and provide long-term operational resources for strategic planning.

* Explore income policies to establish a livable income to ensure individuals and families
have the financial means to feed themselves with dignity.

* Support the establishment of community food centres and networks! with funding for
dedicated, regularly staffed spaces for food programs that offer consistent access and
support.

* Ensure funding opportunities match grassroots needs through collaboration and
research to develop sustainable and inclusive solutions.


https://righttofood.ca/community-food-centres/
https://righttofood.ca/community-food-centres/

* Reduce reliance on emergency food assistance by focusing social policy frameworks on
upstream solutions or responses to food insecurity and more equitable social
circumstances.

For Organizations

* Continue to move beyond charitable food responses.

* Participate in partnerships.

* Offer programs that reduce stigma.

* Use research findings as a foundation for regional advocacy and strategic planning to
inform long-term solutions.

* Engage directly with government departments.

For Community

* Continue to donate, volunteer, and support organizations involved in food assistance.

* Share stories and data to build public support for structural changes.

* Advocate for policy change.

* Support and purchase from local food producers and distribution systems to improve
access to fresh and nutritious food for Nova Scotians.

» Offer practical skills to organizations involved in food assistance.



