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Introduction
01

1.1    Project overview
Around the globe, food system challenges are being 
described as part of a larger polycrisis.1 Canada’s 
food system is no exception, with shortcomings and 
disparities becoming more apparent in the con-
text of pandemic recovery, rising inflation, fragile 
geopolitical alliances, and climate change. This is 
manifesting in social and economic vulnerability 
across the food system. For example, rising income 
inequality, high levels of poverty, and rising food 
costs means food insecurity is becoming a reality 
for more Canadian households and increasing in 
severity for those already most marginalized.2 At 
the same time, farmers and fishers face uncertain 
prices for their goods3 while new entrants face 
additional economic barriers in terms of high entry 
costs, such as purchasing land or a fishing license 
and quota4. Many workers in agricultural and fish-
eries production and processing are also vulnerable 
to low wages and unsafe working conditions.5

Proactive policy solutions that support social and 
economic security are needed in order to tackle 
these challenges. Basic income is one policy option 
that is receiving more attention among citizens 
and governments in Canada and other jurisdictions 
around the world. In Canada, signs that a basic in-
come is gaining traction include growing municipal 
endorsements for a basic income;6 support of a ba-

sic income demonstration project by all provincial 
parties in the province of Prince Edward Island;7 
new and targeted basic income programs recently 
introduced by the provinces of Quebec and New-
foundland and Labrador;8 and Bills S233 and C223 
to develop a national basic income framework.9 As 
well, the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit 
(CERB), an income assistance program rolled out by 
the federal government during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, had some similarities to a basic income.10

This movement towards a basic income is ground-
ed in an established body of evidence attesting to 
the role of a basic income in addressing income 
and health inequities and enhancing the agency of 
communities in the face of economic and environ-
mental precarity.11 Pilot projects in Canada, includ-
ing the basic income (“Mincome”) experiments in 
Manitoba in the 1970s and the 2018-2019 Ontario 
basic income pilot12, have shown a link between a 
basic income and healthier and more productive 
lives and increased social engagement.13
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However, basic income as a tool for supporting food systems resil-
ience is under examined in Canada.14 To address this, we developed 
a project to bring together actors from across key sectors of the food 
system to share perspectives on the potential for a basic income to 
enhance food system resilience. From May 2023 to April 2024, seven 
workshops were conducted engaging a total of 88 participants. These 
were the first of their kind in Canada focused on the intersection of 
basic income and the food system. 

This project emerges from our research and organizing activities with 
basic income and food system practitioners, civil society organiza-
tions and social movements. Over the past several years Coalition 
Canada, a cross-country alliance of basic income networks, led a Case 
for Basic Income Series to understand basic income through the expe-
riences of different sectors of society. This Series features cases from 
three sectors directly related to food systems, including food security 
(i.e. access to food), agriculture and fisheries. These cases served as 
the foundation for this project with the aim of expanding cross-sector 
engagement with basic income from across the food system. 

This report shares the results of our outreach workshops and pres-
ents suggested next steps for research and policy for a basic income 
in the food system. Based on the workshop findings, we identify gaps 
in existing support systems; opportunities for a BIG; and limitations 
and considerations for a BIG in the food system. We conclude by syn-
thesizing recommendations for researchers, policymakers, and social 
movements seeking to further the development of a basic income as 
a tool for food system resilience. 

1.2    Key concepts
A basic income
Coalition Canada describes a basic income as a cash transfer pro-
vided by the government to individuals to guarantee that everyone 
has the resources necessary to live a respectable and dignified life. 15 
Many Canadians have convened around a set of principles for a basic 
income, which we adopt for this project. These principles, expressed 
by Coalition Canada as “the basic income we want,” are as follows:

https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/
https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/
https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/actions/case-for-basic-income/
https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/actions/case-for-basic-income/
https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/what-is-basic-income/basic-income-we-want-for-canada/
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	▶ Universally Accessible  – Available to everyone when needed. 

	▶ Unconditional  – Subject only to residency and income, regard-
less of work or relationship status. 

	▶ Sufficient – Enough to live in dignity and security. Adequate to 
achieve physical, mental, and social well-being and to participate 
fully in the community. Enhanced for individuals with particular 
needs and vulnerabilities. Indexed to the cost of living. 

	▶ Respects Autonomy – Payable to individuals and to be used at 
their sole discretion. Free of stigma and oversight. Portable to 
ensure free movement within Canada.

	▶ Complements Social Services – Part of a broad social safety 
net of universal supports and services. Not a replacement for 
supports and services for individuals with particular needs and 
vulnerabilities. Not a replacement for livable minimum wage leg-
islation or any other labour rights, laws and regulations. Leaves 
no one worse off as a result of receiving basic income.

	▶ Reliable – Delivered monthly or bi-weekly. Responsive to chang-
ing circumstances. Gradually reduced as income increases.

We also support the position of Coalition Canada which respects the 
rights of  Indigenous peoples to exert self-determination regarding 
whether and how a basic income is delivered within their territories 
and for their communities and the principles that should govern it.

Food system resilience
A food system involves the stages that foods pass through as they are 
transformed from water/field to plate and beyond, including produc-
tion or harvesting, foraging, processing, distribution, wholesaling, 
retailing, consumption, and waste management.16 Considering food 
as part of a system indicates this is not simply a linear flow but an 
interactive web of activities and relationships. Adopting food systems 
as an organizing concept encourages a consideration of the broader 
factors that affect the processes that bring food to our plates, in-
cluding interacting economic, political, cultural, environmental, and 
social forces. 
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The food system is sometimes described in the plural, as a recognition 
of the fact that there is not one single system but a diversity of ways of 
provisioning food. 

Dominant among these is the industrialized food system, which is 
controlled largely by a handful of transnational agribusinesses and 
characterized by the use of large equipment, chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides, automation and (often exploited) migrant labour.  Indus-
trialized food chains are dominant in terms of how the majority of 
calories globally are produced, but nevertheless face deep sustainabil-
ity and equity challenges. These challenges span from climate change, 
environmental destruction, and food waste that is generated,17 to 
corporate consolidation and control in farming and food retail,18 and 
growing rates of food insecurity.2 

Among these challenges, one of the most critical is that the industri-
alized food system lacks resilience. By ‘resilience,’ we are referring to 
a food system’s ability to respond to and recover from challenges and 
shocks like climate change, inflation, and supply chain disruptions– in-
cluding the current trade dispute with the U.S., which will have unpre-
dictable and destabilizing impacts on food affordability20,21–such that 
it can ensure nutritious food and sustainable livelihoods for all.19

Another challenge is that modern, industrialized food systems are 
remarkably inefficient at achieving food security. Despite producing 
enough calories to feed more people than the current global popula-
tion, estimates suggest that approximately 691 - 783 million people 
are struggling with ongoing food insecurity, including some severe 
cases of famine.22 In the Canadian context, nearly 18 percent of house-
holds are experiencing food insecurity across the ten provinces.23
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Our Research
02
From May 2023 to April 2024, seven outreach work-
shops spanning six locations across the country 
and engaging a total of 88 participants took place. 
The workshops were organized with support from 
basic income and food movement organizations 
to promote the events and recruit participants 
(see Table 1). They were broadly promoted to food 
security and anti-poverty organizations, food policy 
experts and researchers, and small-scale, indepen-
dent food producers and harvesters. 

A key feature of the events was small-group con-
versations to facilitate sharing of perspectives on 
a basic income across sectors of the food system. 
Written informed consent was received from all 
participants before commencing the workshops. 
A common set of questions guided the workshop 
discussions, as follows: 

?1.	 What are the current programs or sources of support that your sector is using to address resil-
ience challenges? Are there any gaps in these existing supports? 

2.	 What role do you think a basic income could play in promoting resilience in your sector? For ex-
ample: Are there gaps in existing supports that a basic income might fill? Who may it benefit the 
most in your sector? What limitations of a basic income do you see? 

3.	 How might a basic income potentially work across sectors (agriculture, fisheries, food security) 
to build resilience? What are the areas of opportunity? What are the challenges or tensions? 
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In advance of the workshop, participants were provided with back-
ground reading materials, including a summary of key concepts and 
links to the cases for food security, agriculture, and fisheries from the 
Case for Basic Income Series. For additional context, each workshop 
began with a short presentation about basic income provided by a 
community partner, a Q&A with participants about basic income in 
Canada, and a brief overview of the food system. 

The first workshop took place in-person in Toronto at the end of 
May 2023 in tandem with the Canadian Association for Food Studies 
(CAFS) Annual Assembly. Hosting the workshop as part of this larger 
event enabled access to a range of food system actors from across 
the country. This was followed by a series of regional workshops in 
Kingston and Thunder Bay, Ontario, Nova Scotia, British Columbia, 
and Quebec. Workshops in Nova Scotia, British Columbia, and Que-
bec took place virtually to expand geographic reach. See Table 1 for a 
summary of workshop locations and participants according to sector.

Following completion of the workshops, thematic analysis of the 
written transcripts was undertaken to identify and synthesize key 
themes. All names were removed prior to sharing results. Quotations 
from the French-language workshops in Quebec have been translated 
to English for this report.

Location / Sector Food security 
n=

Agriculture 
n=

Fisheries 
n=

Other (e.g. academia, policy)  
n=

Totals

Toronto, Ontario 0 1 1 18 20

Nova Scotia (virtual) 4 6 4 14

British Columbia (virtual) 0 4 7 8 19

Quebec (virtual) 1 6 4 3 14

Kingston, Ontario 6 3 0 2 11

Thunder Bay, Ontario 6 3 0 1 10

Total 17 23 12 36 88

Table 1: Workshop locations and participants

https://basicincomecoalition.ca/en/actions/case-for-basic-income/
https://foodstudies.info
https://foodstudies.info
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What We Learned
03

3.1    Existing sources  
            of support and gaps

Agriculture
Crop insurance is a common risk-management tool in the agricultural 
sector. However, farmers in the workshops explained that existing 
insurance programs are not a suitable option for small-scale and 
diversified producers:

“When we started the farm we were like, ‘great, there’s crop insur-
ance!’ So we looked into it and it was like a ‘type of vegetable per 
acre kind of thing,’ so it just couldn’t compute a mixed farm that’s 
under an acre that grew 40 different kinds of vegetables. 

Crop insurance is focused on production volumes. However, be-
cause I try to make small quantities and get the maximum profit 
from them by putting a lot of added value into it - for example I am 
thinking of honey or the reproduction of the bee colonies that I sell - 
there is no point in having insurance on volume.

In all sectors, participants noted that existing sources of support are 
fragmented and generally insufficient. For small-scale farmers and 
fishers, these were also identified as not appropriately scaled for their 
needs. In this section, we discuss the responses from each sector in 
more detail.
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“

“

“

A lot of the time you will find small business grants. But when 
you look at what they’re talking about they’re considering small 
business to be an income of $100,000 sort of thing and it’s like, well, 
I’m looking for $5000 for a freeze dryer and things like that. So you 
know, you’re just not even on the radar for [grants] like that.

It’s great that farmers have these financial corporations to draw 
from, but it’s only if you’ve got land... Urban farmers, farmers that 
are renting, they don’t have access to that. So it’s a very specific 
group of farmers that can access that kind of funding.

It’s really kind of disjointed, and it feels like basic income could go 
a really long way to supporting people at a fundamental level in 
order for these programs even to make sense.

Participants also identified a range of other programs at provin-
cial and federal levels available to new and continuing farmers for 
expenses related to start-up, equipment, hiring temporary foreign 
workers (TFWs), sustainable production, and climate change adapta-
tion. However, they explained that these supports are mostly short-
term, geared towards farmers who practice large-scale monoculture 
farming, have complex application procedures that are often difficult 
to navigate, and have high income thresholds that exclude many 
farmers. For example:

Financing is also available for farmers from corporate and non-for-
profit lenders. However, as one participant noted, those do who not 
own land as collateral are often unable to benefit: 

One positive policy support identified is supply management, which 
provides fixed market rates, industry associations, and quota regula-
tions for farmers producing certain goods, including dairy, eggs, and 
chicken. 

One participant summed up the existing landscape of agricultural 
supports this way: 
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Fisheries
Similar to agriculture, fisheries participants noted that existing sup-
ports are overall limited in scope, geared towards capital investments 
(not day-to-day operations), and tailored to large-scale fishers and not 
small-scale or subsistence fishers. To demonstrate this, one partici-
pant provided an example of funding for fish processing in Quebec: 

“

“

There is also another significant envelope at MAPAQ (Ministère de 
l’Agriculture, des Pêcheries et de l’Alimentation) for processors, …
for projects aimed at the robotization and automation of process-
ing operations…. And once again, we are faced with a measure 
that is adapted for large, industrial operations and not a small-
er-scale, more artisanal processor.

As fishermen, we’ve always shared catch and a host of other things 
(gear, time, effort) in terms of helping each other with our enter-
prises… So what happens is you lose that fundamental pillar of 
support as your community both dwindles in its ability to provide 
that to each other and in terms of its ability to even live where it is.

Across the country, Fishers Employment Insurance (EI) is a key source 
of support for fishers and processing workers in the off-season. How-
ever, Fishers EI alone can be insufficient if fishers have a bad season 
and do not generate enough earnings to qualify. For example, some 
participants from British Columbia brought up the example of Pa-
cific Salmon fishing. In recent years, these fish stocks have declined 
considerably with closures of some commercial fisheries.24 As a result, 
some harvesters have been unable to fish, or have generated much 
lower earnings than anticipated. 

Some participants also spoke about the importance of informal social 
networks in supporting harvesters during times of need; however, 
these were described as less robust today given that fewer people fish 
compared to previous decades, and as rural areas continue to under-
go social and economic restructuring. For example: 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/ei-fishing.html
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Food Security
Participants noted a broad range of available social supports in-
cluding social assistance, disability assistance, guaranteed income 
supplement (GIS), old age security (OAS), Canada child benefit (CCB), 
and various tax credits. However, these were consistently described 
by participants as insufficient for enabling people to meet their basic 
needs. One participant explained: 

“

“

Conceptually, we have a pretty comprehensive system of supports. 
It’s just that they’re inadequate… Like [those that] you can get on 
disability benefits. We have not-for-profit housing in Canada, but 
we just don’t have enough... so there’s all these things that actually 
exist, but they’re so inadequate and so insufficient.

Our health team has social workers, dietitians, all kinds of people 
who are trying to piece together…the supports for households, for 
individuals… and somehow having a basic income security I think 
would reduce the tension, the frustration…Because each of these 
silos that you’re trying to apply for have their own sets of require-
ments and paperwork and delays and limited budgets. And it just 
goes on and on. So, I actually think it would make that kind of 
community work more rewarding because people would be able to 
[better] access [supports] and it would be less frustrating.

We [at a food security non-profit] only go up until age 30. So if 
you’re over 30, basically 30 to 65, we know [there are] no services 
available for them. I think that can be said in lots of organizations. 
The working age demographic gets missed. 

Some participants indicated that working-age adults are the least 
covered by existing programs, underscoring the need for a basic in-
come available to this population:



Basic Income & Resilient Food Systems in Canada: Findings from Outreach Workshops 

11

3.2    Opportunities for a basic income
Four main opportunities for a basic income to support food system resilience emerged from the work-
shops: enabling dignified food access, supporting sustainable livelihoods, encouraging alternative eco-
nomic practices, and enhancing synergies across food production and consumption. 

Dignified food access 
A consistent benefit of a basic income raised among food security 
advocates is realizing dignified food access. While existing social sup-
ports tend to be inadequate, accessing charitable food is also often 
associated with a negative stigma. One participant summarized the 
potential for a basic income as follows: 

“
“

“

Food charity doesn’t work right. I don’t know what it’s supposed to 
do insofar as [having] any possibility of managing people’s ability 
to meet their basic food needs. It’s clearly failing hugely.

Companies like Loblaws are doing gigantic initiatives now, [with] 
millions and millions of tons of food moving out of Loblaws into 
food charity; undoubtedly, in a way that Loblaws is benefiting from. 
They exploit their workers day after day.  Food charity is expanding 
astronomically right now in ways that are integrating it into our 
capitalist food system in ways that we’ve never seen before.

In terms of existing supports, my brain goes, OW [Ontario Works], 
ODSP [Ontario Disability Support Program], other social services, 
and the charitable food system, which really doesn’t allow people 
who are food insecure to purchase the foods they want to pur-
chase, and so I see lots of potential for basic income to address that 
aspect of dignified food access.

As well, the limits of charitable food outlets to serve communities in a 
time of increasing need, and in terms of ensuring dignified access to 
food, were clearly highlighted among participants: 

Some also critiqued what they observed as the increasing entrench-
ment of food charity within corporate and capitalist interests: 
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“

“

That’s how I think about basic income - that if you put a basic 
income in place, you let people live lives more on their own terms, 
[in a way] that’s centered on choice… rather than fear. You have a 
tremendous transformation in how society organizes itself… where 
you get better economic outcomes, you get better health outcomes, 
and you get better social outcomes.

We’re looking at hiring our first employee and trying to offer as 
high a wage as possible. But our margins are so thin that we’re 
not able to offer that much; and it’s seasonal income and it’s just 
not enough. It doesn’t make it seem like a desirable long-term 
livelihood, which I think it should be, you know, celebrated as such: 
something that we need; we need small farmers; we need food 
producers generally.

If they had a basic income to support the time in between fish pro-
cessing or fishing, they would stay with it. They would live in those 
rural coastal communities and provide opportunities, and fish, and 
the society that people need in a rural coastal community [but] 
they can’t [stay] if they don’t have those supports.

Another participant similarly spoke to how a basic income may pro-
mote dignified food choices instead of living in fear:

These findings support considerable research and policy analysis in 
Canada that have established that a basic income is a fundamental 
tool to support dignified access to healthy and nutritious food.25 

Sustainable livelihoods
Stabilizing seasonal employment, lessening economic uncertainty, 
and encouraging new entrants were key potential benefits of a basic 
income for farmer and fisher livelihoods identified by participants. 

In terms of seasonality, participants explained: 
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“

“

If people aren’t constantly in precarious positions, you’re probably 
going to have less labour turnover. And, if I’m in a precarious job, 
I’m going to look for a more stable job, which means you’re going 
to have to replace me. And hiring and training new people costs 
money, and so actually in the long term, there would be benefits 
to these economic sectors because they would have a more stable 
labour pool.

Clearly, a basic income can give an additional boost or bring a 
certain stability to someone who starts a fishing business with rel-
atively modest licenses and quotas. For the owner of a small boat, 
that can take the stress out of generating enough income in the 
first year or years just to survive.

The first element that I noted is reducing economic uncertainty. 
This allows fishers to be somewhat removed from the volatility 
of the market, from economic hazards, or from the fluctuations 
of world markets. When there are price collapses, when there are 
geopolitical conflicts that close certain markets or create …certain 
price [variations] …sometimes that creates profitability problems 
for businesses.

More broadly, participants identified lessening economic uncertainty 
as a key potential benefit of a basic income. This is especially im-
portant given the high turnover rates in the agriculture and fisheries 
workforces, as documented in recent labour market surveys.26 One 
participant explained how they believe a basic income can contribute 
to a more stable labour pool:

Having an income floor when starting up a new small business, or in 
the face of unanticipated stressors, were also seen as central to sus-
tainable livelihoods. For example: 
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“

“

We have a lot of folks that have the calling to farm because it is 
such a noble pursuit… They want to get into it because they know 
it’s meaningful work, but they don’t have the support to learn…
and so from our perspective, basic income would be such a game 
changer because it would give folks agency to come and learn at 
the farm.

Even just [in terms of] incentivizing farmers to move in a more 
ecological and diversified direction with their operations, having 
that income stability is absolutely essential …People are trapped 
in that they literally cannot afford to take the risk of changing their 
practices, and so helping to get people out of that space and have 
a little bit more breathing room [is important].

Some participants suggested that a basic income may also provide 
economic security during periods of training or mentorship for new 
entrants: 

Such skills sharing and learning opportunities are especially crucial in 
the context of aging workforces in agriculture and fisheies.27 

Alternative economic practices
Another key opportunity for a basic income that participants high-
lighted is encouraging alternative economic practices. With the 
stability offered by a basic income, participants suggested that food 
producers may be willing to take risks and try doing things differently, 
such as implementing agroecological practices or experimenting with 
new markets. For example: 
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“

“

One way it supports Indigenous food sovereignty directly is that 
you have all of these costs associated with harvesting that, you 
know, didn’t [exist] before we had …our wage and economy re-
duced. You have instances where you’re catching fish and selling 
it just to be able to pay off other expenses [whereas] if you [had a 
reliable] income you could separate the two. You could have your 
rents, your other expenses, and you could just think about food in a 
more local and traditional way.

I think that all of our food needs to be grown by local farms, and I 
think that it’s the financial insecurity of people that prevents them 
from doing that. Everybody used to have a garden when I was 
growing up, and nobody has a garden now.  It’s since COVID [that] 
people are cluing in and saying like ‘Oh gee, I think I want a garden 
this year.’ I think it is coming back around, but I think that if peo-
ple knew that their biggest bills were going to be paid [and] that 
they weren’t going to, you know, lose everything [then that would 
provide an incentive].

Fostering subsistence and traditional food practices were also iden-
tified as priorities that a basic income could support. One participant 
spoke to potential benefits for Indigenous food sovereignty28: 

Another participant recognized the potential for a basic income to 
encourage home gardening and other subsistence activities among 
the general population: 

15
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“

“

Basic income would doubly help farmers because it could provide 
direct income assistance, but it also is giving …your customer 
base financial support to be able to afford to buy your local vege-
tables… But even from the farmer’s perspective, I think it has that 
dual economic benefit.

When the general population would receive a basic income, one 
of the gifts would be time because maybe they won’t have to work 
that second or third job. So then you have evenings off and maybe 
you could do some meal planning or make a big batch—like …
make a nice soup for the week. 

Thinking about if you do have the space to engage in your commu-
nity more…. Folks are exhausted just thinking about how many of 
these really important community resources we have, [and] how 
they depend on volunteer boards. And yeah, if folks have just got a 
little bit more space to be able to do some of that work…

Synergies across sectors
Participants also described potential synergies of a basic income across 
the food system. For example, one participant described basic income 
as a “dual economic benefit” for food producers and consumers:  

Furthermore, enhanced economic security, and by extension, time, 
emerged as an important theme with potentially positive implica-
tions across the food system. Examples included more time to pre-
pare healthy meals or participate in community food system efforts. 
Participants explained:
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3.3 Limitations and considerations  
for a basic income across the food system

“Necessary but not sufficient”
Given the complexity of food system problems, workshop partici-
pants concurred that a basic income is a “necessary but insufficient”29 
measure to address food system issues. They expressed that for basic 
income to work as desired, a mix of additional supports are needed. 
One participant summed this up as follows:  

“If a basic income program starts, what other programs would have 
to also be created to maximize the benefit, like just in terms of 
talking about food literacy…. But then what other programs would 
have to be created to supplement that so people can actually thrive 
with this new basic income.

As detailed by participants, this mix should include strong labour 
laws, rent control and housing support, disability support, food 
literacy programs, land-use planning that protects farmland, and 
sustainable and equitable fisheries management. Participants noted 
that in the absence of such robust public policies, basic income may 
reinforce a problematic food system, including increasing corporate 
concentration and consolidation.
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“

“

Basic income creates the conditions for employers to continue to 
say, like in agriculture for example, where it’s seasonal, ‘Oh well, I 
don’t need to worry about giving my employee a year-round salary 
because this basic income will cover them.’ And I think that that’s 
probably the same in a lot of low-wage sectors where there’s work-
er exploitation going on. So it needs to be implemented in a way 
that makes sure that that doesn’t happen.

What model do we want to support through implementation? I 
think that a basic income really has potential, including in agricul-
ture, to get out of various market vagaries, [and] to bring stability 
with regard to climate change [and the] disruption of ecosystems. 
But [it] should not be a tool that serves to perpetuate a model that 
led us to the current situation, [and] which will serve to reproduce 
it, because it is one of the effects that could [occur] if it is not well 
established.

Some of those policies that are undermining our fisheries here 
need to be changed. You compare southeast Alaska or Washington, 
Oregon and the very rich fishing economies that they have there, 
operating pretty much on the same ecosystem that we have […It 
is] governance and policy that is really driving what happens. The 
idea that a basic income can help, I am very interested in hearing 
that. And maybe that’s the stop gap that helps us get to a place of 
better policy.

[O]ne of the things that I worry about… is that without policy 
change around licensing, [and] quota ownership …that a pro-
gramme like this props up an already problematic system.

They also urged that basic income on its own will likely do little to 
address the policy decisions that have dismantled the livelihoods of 
many fishing and farming communities. This was a sentiment acutely 
expressed by participants working in fisheries:
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Design considerations
Participants expressed some considerations for the design parame-
ters and administration of a basic income from a food system per-
spective. First, specific concerns arose about the potential exclusion 
of temporary foreign workers (TFWs). TFWs are typically not included 
in basic income modelling in Canada on the basis of citizenship; how-
ever, social movements have been calling for the inclusion of TFWs in 
any basic income programs. 

Participants noted that TFWs already perform highly important and 
often dangerous tasks in food-system labour, and may be at risk of 
further exploitation if Canadian citizens and permanent residents 
have the income security to leave low-paying jobs. Participants ex-
plained:

  

“

“

My fear is not that we won’t have labour but that everyone’s going 
to turn to temporary foreign workers, and that [TFW] program is 
just inappropriate… Employers will turn to that program, saying, 
‘Well, Canadian’s don’t want to work...’ And I’m a huge proponent of 
basic income. I just don’t know how to square that circle.

How would this work for a situation where your income and fishing 
would be quite low for part of the year and then really boom [for] 
other parts of the year?  …How would you distribute [this income 
supplement] in a way that was useful, but not put people in a 
tricky jam [given that] it’s impossible to calculate fishing income in 
advance.

Another consideration that emerged was how basic income may in-
tersect with the variable income of food producers at different times 
of the year, given that most basic income proposals in Canada recom-
mend administering a basic income through the federal tax system, 
which is based on annual filing. For example:

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/temporary-foreign-worker.html
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Lastly, the role and autonomy of Indigenous communities in design-
ing their own basic income programs came up as a central consider-
ation, with autonomy in any such programs discussed as a key facet 
of furthering Indigenous food sovereignty.

Public education
Participants identified public education about a basic income as cen-
tral to its potential success. This includes among food-system actors 
who may have preconceived biases. For example, one participant said:

“

“

[There are a] lot of people with some pretty conservative outlooks in 
our work in fisheries, and these people actually would really benefit 
from something like a basic income guarantee, but there’s just this 
overarching theme that this is some kind of socialist propaganda.

If we bring this in, does that negate the government’s need now to 
address those policy issues which have brought us to this? …That’s 
always the concern… I think, …that if we do this and we manage to 
implement [a basic income], [then the] government will decide that 
they no longer need to move on these other issues because they 
now have this to replace them.

Strong public education and support were also identified as import-
ant to ensuring that any implementation of a basic income is ground-
ed in a clear set of values and principles to minimize its potential 
misuse by government or other actors:
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Conclusion and  
Recommendations

04

Through the outreach workshops, it became clear 
that basic income offers a valuable lens on many 
of the socioeconomic challenges that producers, 
harvesters, and consumers in the food system face. 
A basic income may be particularly beneficial for 
small-scale farming and fishing businesses that are 
least served by existing supports and services, as 
well as those working in low-paid, seasonal, and 
part-time agricultural and fisheries production and 
processing. The benefits of a basic income for ad-
dressing food insecurity are well established, and 
the need for a stable income floor was consistently 
raised by food-security and anti-poverty organiza-
tions. 

Further research and policy analysis are import-
ant to continuing to build an understanding of the 
nuance and complexities of how a basic income can 
be designed to meet food-system needs, and with 
regard to its potential social and economic bene-
fits across food-system sectors. Participants in our 
workshops offered important insights for further 
consideration, such as: the relationship between 
basic income and innovation among food produc-
ers and harvesters, such as experimenting with 
new production practices or markets; how a basic 
income may contribute to the time people need to 
engage in community-based food system pursuits: 
and, opportunities for encouraging learning and 

mentorship among new farmers. Attention was 
also drawn to how the potential benefits of a basic 
income may be distributed across the food sys-
tem, with considerable discussion about the role 
of temporary foreign workers, and how to ensure 
their inclusion in any basic income program. We 
also underscore that basic income is not a panacea 
for food system problems and will require careful 
design along with a holistic implementation as part 
of a suite of supportive public policies. 
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Building on this research, we suggest the following recommendations for policymakers, researchers, 
and civil society organizations seeking to further the development of a basic income as a tool for food 
system resilience:

	▶ Support the Prince Edward Island basic income demonstration project as the first of-its-kind 
proposed province-wide demonstration project in Canada 

	▶ Allocate funding to Indigenous communities to determine the nature and shape of basic income, 
especially with respect to enhancing food sovereignty

	▶ Consider practical strategies and frameworks for including Temporary Foreign Workers (TFWs) 
within basic income programs 

	▶ Develop a simplified tax filing system to encourage filing, and consider how to make the tax sys-
tem more responsive to variation in income throughout the year 

	▶ Undertake economic and policy research to analyze the possible economic impacts of a basic 
income on food system sectors

	▶ Document the experiences of those on the front lines of food systems, including farmers, fishers, 
and eaters, to generate an evidence base about the potential impacts of a basic income

	▶ Explore basic income options as a broader suite of food system strategies, including the comple-
mentary and parallel policies and programs needed alongside a basic income 

	▶ Continue working across different sectors of society to mobilize interest and support for a basic 
income

	▶ Identify strategic and political opportunities for basic income and food movements to work to-
gether to raise awareness and understanding about basic income in the food system

	▶ Consider advancing community-based basic income projects (perhaps in parallel with provin-
cial/federal campaigns), as meaningful support may be provided to food producers and food 
insecure people without waiting for larger-scale policy change30 

Governments/policymakers

Researchers

Civil society
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