
Introduction: what is this case about?  
Even though Canada and Bangladesh are quite different countries, City Food Charters (CFC) are addressing in Canadian cities, 
challenges shared by many of their Bangladeshi sisters. In many cases, it addresses the health problems of people because of 
a poor diet, meaning high rates of heart disease, diabetes, cancer or obesity. CFC is a first answer as well to unsustainable 
food systems. As one of the cities states: “Hamilton has lost both farmland and farmers who produce our food. Hamilton 
lacks processing facilities for local food, relies heavily on imported food, and depends on a limited fossil fuel supply”. A third 
justification, is the lack of access to healthy food because of low income, high food cost. 
Food Charters, that will be described here emerged in Canada in the 2000s, along with a huge attention given to food and 
urban agriculture (see top picture, Figure 7 & 8) with beacons such as Toronto, home of the first Food Charter, adopted in 
2001 and Vancouver (2007). Since then, more than 60 cities across Canada have adopted Food Charters (See figure 1) and 
most of them are connected to a national network of Community Food Centres (https://goodfoodorganizations.ca)

Interestingly Food Charters in North America refers to quite different spatial and political/administrative scales: seat of district, 
district, county, cities, Municipal Region, Metropolitan region, or Federal State (Michigan or Minnesota for instance). It indicates 
thatover the last 20 years, food related issues are in practice and are being addressed at multiple levels, an important possible 
source of inspiration for Bangladesh.

1 This case study draws primarily from author’s previous works and research on of food charters, as well as field visits and exchanges with local actors. See in particular, 
Cabannes Y. and Marocchino, C. (eds.). 2018. Integrating Food into Urban Planning. UCL Press: London; FAO: Rome (Chapter 1)  https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ucl-press/browse-
books/integrating-food-into-urban-planning and Cabannes, Y., (2012) Pro-poor legal and institutional aspects of Urban and Peri-Urban agriculture. FAO Legislative Study 
Series Number 108, FAO Legal Office (Food and Agriculture Organisation), Rome, http://www.fao.org/legal/en/

The case study1  has been put together by the Dhaka Food System project, with support by the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands, and in association with the Bangladesh Institute of Planners. The case studies provide relevant international 
references to stakeholders, to inform how to best integrate food system considerations into urban planning. 
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Figure 1. Cities with Food Charters in Canada and the USA. 2021
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What is a City Food Charter? 
Definitions slightly vary from one place to the other, but in a nutshell a Food Charter brings a “vision of values, principles 
and priorities” as underlined by Hamilton, Ontario. Visions and principles are highlighted as well by Simcoe County stating 
that a City Charter outlines, in one or two pages, the vision and the principles about the food that a county, a city or a 
region consider most important…Rather than a policy document, a charter is a guide for making decisions intended to 
improve the local food system for all residents”. Once adopted by the City Council, and /or by the municipal department in 
charge of food related issues (health in particular in Canada) it will help to frame food planning interventions

Content wise, the multiple existing charters (see figure 2) will detail their vision in relation to food, for instance “Hamilton’s 
Food Charter envisions a healthy, sustainable and just food system. It seeks to guide municipal policies and community 
action”. This vision is normally followed by envisioned Food Strategic Principles that are the pillars upon which the local 
Food system will be built, such as:
• Healthy, Sustainable and Just Food System and Education as a key (Hamilton)
• Health and Well Being; Economic Opportunities; Environmental sustainability; Equity and social Justice; Education and skills 

(York Region)

Just as important as the definition of the Strategic Principles that are collectively valued, the commitment to “How” they are 
going to be attained is key (see Hamilton municipality and York Region Charters here).  It states the will.  For example, in 
Hamilton A Just Food System (third of the 3 principles) will: 
• Provide opportunities for all residents to acquire safe, nutritious, and personally acceptable food 
• Give a voice to people marginalized by the present food system 
• Reflect the real cost of food production 
• Support a living wage economy to allow everyone to buy food 

In addition to a detailed set of guiding principles, a Food Charter can be an educational and raising awareness tool about 
food, introducing key concepts and definitions, answering questions such as:  why do we need a food charter? What is a 
food charter? What is a food system, or what is sustainable development?  It usually introduces briefly as well who has been 
involved in conversations and development of the Food Charter. 

1. Highlights on City Charters in some Canadian cities

As a consequence, this case is rooted on four illustrative cities of different scales and nature: three are located in or close to 
Greater Toronto: Simcoe County (307,000, 2016); the Regional Municipality of York, also called York Region (1.1 million inh, 
2016) and Hamilton city (683, 000, 2016). The fourth case is a reference city when speaking of food policies and planning, 
Vancouver, the eighth largest city in Canada and part of Metro Vancouver, the third largest metropolitan area in Canada, with a 
population of about 2.6 million in 2020. 

Figure 2. Hamilton Food Charter leaflet

Download leaflet: hamiltonfoodcharter.wordpress.com
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https://hamiltonfoodcharter.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/food-for-all-2014.pdf


Who are the actors promoting Food Charters? 
Food Charters usually result from a process involving different food related actors: citizens groups, multi-stakeholder groups, 
urban agriculture champions, with some differences from one place to the other: 
• In Hamilton, the Charter was developed by a Community Food Security Stakeholder Committee with an advisory role to 

the municipal Board of Health with membership from a wide range of stakeholders on the food system.
• In Simcoe County, as illustrated in figure 3, multiple organizations provided guidance: various local governments, community 

health centre, food partners alliance, County of Simcoe, local university, farmers associations, etc.  
• In Vancouver, the Charter was developed by a municipally affiliated citizen group, the Vancouver Food Policy Council, with 

extensive experience organizing at the community level. The Charter was also used by the Food Policy Council as a tool for 
community engagement and consultation for over a year before it was presented to Vancouver City Council for approval. 
In this way, the inclusive, consultation-based process of formulating the Food Charter was just as important as the final 
product, the Food Charter itself. 

2. Highlights on Food Charters relevant aspects for Dhaka context
From City Food Charter to Food Strategy
A food charter is an important tool for food systems planning and especially for formulating food Strategies. A key moment is 
the collective and multi-actor envisioning of the city, ideally through consensus building. A vision will then help in defining basic 
principles to guide the formulation of a proper food plan. In Hamilton for instance, “the Food Strategy Principles are derived 
from the Charter and are strongly supported by the community engagement results” (see figure 4). 

In Vancouver, in the own words of a key professional staff involved in the process: “Vancouver’s Food Charter is used regularly 
in the city’s policy work to justify new policies and developments related to urban agriculture and Food security. This is highly 
impressive for a document spearheaded by a citizen group” 2. 

2 Dr Wendy Mendes, interview, October 2010

Figure 3. Early partners for the development of The Food Charter. Simcoe County, Canada.

Source: Simcoe County Food and Agriculture charter, dec.2012 

Figure 4. Hamilton Food strategy is built on the Guiding principles of the Food Charter



A Food Charter is conducive to stronger multi-stakeholder’s Food City Councils
Food Charters are conducive to quite innovative Food Governance models, that were not existing before: The York Region 
Food Council was born out of the York Region Food Charter, and is housed within the York Region Food Network. The 
Council is made up of representatives from York Region and the municipalities that make up the Region, Public Health, York 
University, Seneca, the farming community, and more (see York website). In other cases, such as Vancouver, the Food Policy 
Council, essentially composed of citizens (and not of a multi-stakeholder nature), gained legitimacy and advocacy capacity, once 
the Food Charter was approved. 

4. Time line and key dates: a consultation and evolutionary process 
The Food For All, A Food Charter for Hamilton is the result of a consultation held during about two years, from November 
2011 to December 2013, complemented with a review of some existing charters, to get a base for identifying key messages. 
However, as in other Canadian cities, and as happened in Accra, Ghana MPAP (see case 1 of this series), participants are 
proposing at the same time, actions that could be taken to improve the existing food system.

Another crucial point, is that once the draft of the charter is ready, another consultation period might start, over the web, 
inviting more partners to engage, to post comments and ideas. In other words, a Food Charter is not only a crucial statement, 
but at the same time, it provokes a snowball effect, gathering more partners and ideas. In Hamilton as a result of this process, 
the Charter was updated, and debated in 2014 within the Board of Health for approval (see minutes of debates, City of 
Hamilton, August14, 2014

Figure 5, Hamilton Food Charter, on among various tools, allows to observe that some planning measures took place in 
parallel with the Food Charter formulation (zoning by law for farmer markets and urban agriculture for instance). The Charter 
(approved 2014) was followed by various crucial actions (nobody is hungry fund, same year ; and the creation of a Food 
Advisory Committee at municipal level in 2016). 

5. Key messages
Bring people together
The development of Food Charters should bring people together of all different interests, ages, and origins, 
who might be involved in a diverse range of topics from urban agriculture, markets, or food waste. These 
actors and food champions can discuss their visions of the city they want as food is concerned. The process 
leads to a high level of ownership of the charter by multiple actors.

Adopt an integrated approach to policy and planning
A City Food Charter constitutes a crucial starting point for formulating local integrated [or multi-sectorial] 
Food Strategies, policies and planning

Build food system governance
Envisioning a food charter is conducive to set up a collaborative governance body such as a strong City Food 
Council, that will be presented in a future case from this series. 

Source: Hamilton Food Strategy 2016

Figure 5. The food Charter. One among various Planning and Policies tools. Hamilton

https://yrfn.ca/


City of Hamilton. 2014. ‘Food for All. A Food Charter for 
Hamilton’. https://hamiltonfoodcharter.files.wordpress.
com/2014/01/food-for-all-2014.pdf
City of Vancouver. 2007. ‘Vancouver Food Charter’. http://
vancouver. ca/files/cov/Van_Food_Charter.pdf 
Simcoe County. 2012. ‘Food and Agriculture Charter’. https://fpa.
simcoe.ca/Shared%20Documents/PDF_Charter_Printable.pdf 

Video
York Region, Ontario Food Charter https://yrfn.ca/food-
policy/york-region-food-charter/
Vancouver Food Policy and actions https://vancouver.ca/
people-programs/food-policy.aspx
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Figure 6. Community Garden, Vancouver, Canada
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Figure 7. Community Garden, Vancouver, Canada

Figure 8. Roof top gardening on top of Conference Centre. Montréal., Canada
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