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Food security in northern Canadian communities is a major concern. Churchill is an isolated community in northern Manitoba. 
Although considered northern, it has daily access to communities in southern Manitoba and beyond via rail or air services. Con-
sequently the community has not received much attention in the food security literature. This article seeks to better understand 
the general consumer tendencies of Churchill residents for both food and non-food items. Through a researcher-administered 
survey, 30 respondents were interviewed and their general consumer tendencies were examined. The results suggest that 
whereas the potential for food insecurity exists, offsetting factors including online shopping and specific community/business 
initiatives help relieve the potential severity of food insecurity for individuals and families. 
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Introduction

Access to adequate and nutritional food is a major determinant 
of quality of life and life chances (Che and Chen 2001). Un-
derstanding the causes and characteristics of food insecurity al-
lows policy makers to enact policies and programs which seek to 
limit such insecurity and increase overall health and wellbeing 
in northern communities (Lawn et al. 2003; Gates et al. 2012).

The goal of this research is to provide baseline data on the 
retail tendencies of the remote, isolated community of Churchill, 
Manitoba. The research will fill a void in the food security litera-
ture which has tended to focus on food security in more north-
erly communities and has largely ignored the broader consumer 
tendencies of residents relating to where and how they consume 

for their overall needs in addition to their nutritional require-
ments. The current body of food security literature tends to fo-
cus on communities that are more remote than Churchill. These 
communities are entirely dependent on air or seasonal shipping 
services which places them at high risk of food insecurity. In 
contrast, Churchill is served by year-round train service two to 
three times per week and by daily air service. Consequently, the 
risk of food insecurity in the community is perceived to be much 
lower because of this more regular access and the lower costs 
associated with it.

This research has three main objectives: (1) to understand 
the demographics of Churchill in relation to the current literature 
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on northern communities; (2) to examine (identify) if residents 
shop in Churchill or in other highly visited communities; and 
(3) to determine what items residents purchase most frequently 
when shopping in Churchill. The underlying goal is to determine 
whether or not the condition exists in Churchill for people to 
become food insecure.

Food security in the Arctic

All human beings require access to an adequate amount of safe 
and nutritious food. This requirement is known as food security 
(Pinstrup-Andersen 2009). Recently academics and policy mak-
ers became interested in the precise definition and measurement 
of food security on both an individual and household level. In 
the past, hunger was the main way that researchers quantified 
food insecurity, but this is no longer a sufficient measure in the 
Canadian context (Che and Chen 2001). In Canada, and in North 
America as a whole, hunger is not as widespread or severe as the 
hunger that exists in the world’s poorest areas. In order to suit 
the Canadian context, food security and insecurity need to be 
defined more broadly (Carlson et al. 1999).

In the context of the developed world, food security goes be-
yond hunger or a basic lack of food and is defined as the “ability 
to acquire safe, nutritionally adequate, and culturally acceptable 
foods in a manner that maintains human dignity” (Goldhar et 
al 2010, 286; Van Esterik 1999). Food insecurity exists when 
“food systems are stressed, compromising the ability to attain 
foods in appropriate quantities or of sufficient quality” (Goldhar 
et al. 2010, 286; Ford 2009). In Canada, Ledrou and Gervais 
(2005) estimated that approximately 15 percent of individuals 
experience food insecurity. More recently, Tarasuk et al. (2013) 
estimated that 12 percent of Canadians live in households that 
are classified as food insecure.

Northern and Inuit communities tend to have higher rates 
of food insecurity than southern communities and the country 
as a whole (Beaumier and Ford 2010). Research shows that 53 
percent of Inuit households in Nunavut are classified as food 
insecure and food insecurity in Kugaaruk, Nunavut (formerly 
Pelly Bay) is estimated at 83 percent of households (Lawn et al. 
2003; Beaumier and Ford 2010). In northern Manitoba, 75 per-
cent of communities are identified as food insecure (Thompson 
et al. 2012).

Since food security is such a salient topic for Canadian sub-
Arctic and Arctic regions it has been the focus of many aca-
demic and government studies. Furthermore, the issue of food 
security has become more widespread within the mainstream 
media as well. A Google News search using the terms “Food Se-
curity Canada North” found 20 results dealing specifically with 
food security and northern communities and seems to confirm 
the need for continued research in this area.

Food security research has been conducted from a variety 
of perspectives and has generally pursued one or more of four 
goals, namely: examination and quantification of food securi-
ty in a specific geographic region; identification of population 
characteristics in food insecure situations; assessment of change 

in food security in response to policies and programs; and iden-
tification of possible stressors or causes of food insecurity. Each 
approach is helpful when attempting to understand a complex 
social, economic, and natural phenomenon such as food inse-
curity. For the purposes of this research, the first two goals are 
most appropriate for consideration.
Northern Manitoba
Most of the food security literature focuses on communities in 
Nunavut as it has the highest rate of food insecurity in Canada 
(Tarasuk et al. 2013). This geographic focus is most likely due to 
the fact that there is a large population of Inuit people in Nunavut 
and it is a region that is extremely susceptible to climate change 
(Chan et al. 2006; Ford and Berrang-Ford 2009; Beaumier and 
Ford 2010). Chan et al. (2006) suggest that Inuit are especially 
prone to food insecurity because of social and environmental 
factors. The introduction of expensive market foods has resulted 
in an inability to purchase supplemental food. Climate change is 
altering and or changing completely the habitats and availability 
of traditional foods (e.g., seal, caribou, beluga). For these rea-
sons, Inuit communities in the Arctic are often at risk of food in-
security and therefore become ideal subjects to study. However, 
more recently, Fieldhouse and Thompson (2012) and Thompson 
et al. (2012) have examined Manitoba and specifically northern 
Manitoba’s food security issues.

As previously mentioned, much of the literature focuses on 
the Inuit people of northern Canada. One study suggested us-
ing various sampling techniques to examine the food security 
of the general adult population as the researchers felt the adult 
population could best portray food insecurity in the community 
(Huet et al. 2012). Other researchers wanted to compare food 
insecurity and the perception of food insecurity between men 
and women (Chan et al. 2006), or the data they had access to 
included responses for the general adult population (Che and 
Chen 2001).

Interestingly, several studies focused on only women (Lawn 
and Harvey 2001; Lawn et al. 2003; Beaumier and Ford 2010). 
Women of childbearing age (15 to 44 years) were chosen as 
the focus because they are often at risk of nutritional problems. 
Also, women often possess detailed knowledge of their house-
holds nutrition, and the health of women has a profound impact 
on their children as well as the community as a whole (Lawn 
and Harvey 2001; Lawn et al. 2003). One study by Gates et 
al. (2012) examined food security among children. Research-
ers made the decision to use children as the population group 
because they were specifically testing the effects that a healthy 
food school program had on the food insecurity of children.

Summary of review
Emerging from the review of literature are three prominent 
trends in the findings, namely: access to traditional food low-
ers food insecurity; the higher the income the lower the food 
insecurity; and food insecurity is higher among women. Most 
importantly, research clearly demonstrates that food insecurity 
exists and is especially prominent in the Arctic.

Access to and consumption of traditional foods lowers food 
insecurity. Research by Erber et al. (2010) shows that traditional 
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foods lead to food security because they are nutritionally dense. 
Others state that traditional foods lead to food security because 
the harvest and hunting is local and in most cases sustainable 
(Ford and Berrang-Ford 2009). Studies found that households 
with a hunter had lower rates of food insecurity than those with-
out a hunter (Beaumier and Ford 2010; Huet et al. 2012). De-
cline in the amount of traditional foods consumed is attributable 
to high costs associated with hunting, changes in lifestyle and 
cultural practices, and climate change leading to shifting animal 
and plant habitats (Chan et al. 2006; Goldhar et al. 2010).

Food insecurity tends to decrease as household income and 
educational status increase (Huet et al. 2012). Since market 
foods are transported long distances to reach communities in the 
Arctic they tend to be expensive. This is especially the case with 
healthy perishables such as fruits, vegetables, and dairy products 
(Erber et al. 2010) as many of these products arrive by plane. 
Socioeconomic factors play a large role in determining a house-
hold’s food security (Goldhar et al. 2010). For this reason, lone 
parent families as well as families with divorced or separated 
parents are more susceptible to food insecurity (Che and Chen 
2001).

Women are at a higher risk of food insecurity than men (Che 
and Chen 2001; Beaumier and Ford 2010). Researchers posit 
several theories as to why this may be the case. Women could 
be more at risk because they tend to hunt traditional food less 
than men and they tend to have lower incomes. As women are 
often primary caregivers they may feel food insecurity more 
acutely because they sacrifice their own food for the needs of 
their children (Lawn et al. 2003). Conflicting results are reported 
for food insecurity among children. Che and Chen (2001) sug-
gest that food insecurity is higher among children while Ford 
and Berrang-Ford (2009) suggest that food insecurity does not 
differ by age.

Study area

The community of Churchill (Figure 1) is situated on the west-
ern shore of Hudson Bay in northern Manitoba (Stewart et al. 
2008). There are no accessible roads from more southerly com-
munities that service Churchill. Consequently, the community 
must rely on rail and air services to transport both people and 
goods. It is possible that this reliance leaves Churchill prone to 
food insecurity as studies suggest that consumer goods arriv-
ing by train and especially plane are usually sold at relatively 
high prices within the retail stores of the community. Churchill 
also has a large Aboriginal population. According to the 2011 
National Household Survey (Statistics Canada 2013) 435 (51 
percent) of Churchill’s 850 residents identify as Aboriginal. The 
Aboriginal population in Churchill consists of Dene, Cree, and 
Métis (Brandson 2002). A high Aboriginal population coupled 
with the community’s remote northern location suggests that 
levels of household food insecurity could be higher than in the 
rest of Canada. As yet, there has been no academic study or mea-
surement of food security or consumer habits in Churchill or 
similar northern communities.

Methods

Food security is considered a scientific (nutrition) and social 
(socio-economic and ethnic) issue. Researchers have developed 
many methods to assess food security and have utilized quanti-
tative as well as qualitative methods in their assessments. Many 
studies have employed mixed methods approaches including 
surveys, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups to better 
understand the nuances of food security.

The majority of literature reviewed used various forms of 
survey to obtain data. Surveys are an excellent way to gather 
data from large numbers of people concerning various questions 
and topics. They are useful because they allow researchers to 
posit both quantitative and qualitative questions. Most of the re-
searchers chose to administer the surveys with trained research 
assistants and interpreters when necessary (Goldhar et al. 2010). 
Administering surveys orally helps to overcome literacy barriers 
that exist in northern communities, especially in the older gen-
eration (Ford and Berrang-Ford 2009). However, one problem 
associated with oral surveys is the Hawthorn effect wherein par-
ticipants may overestimate behaviours that they deem favour-
able. This could be a major stumbling point in research proj-
ects directed at quantifying the amount of healthy perishables 
(fruits and vegetables) consumed by households (Lawn and 
Harvey 2001; Lawn et al. 2003; Erber et al. 2010). The amount 
of healthy foods consumed could be exaggerated and leave the 
researchers with an inaccurate understanding of food security 
and health in a community. Surveys are also useful tools for 
conducting exploratory research in previously unstudied com-
munities because they can be used to target specific or sample 
populations with appropriate questions in order to gain a better 
understanding of social, economic, cultural, and environmental 
factors affecting food security (Ford and Berrang-Ford 2009).

Three of the ten reviewed studies utilized semi-structured in-
terviews and focus groups to collect data. One study conducted 
by Goldhar et al. (2010) integrated data from both semi-struc-
tured interviews and quantitative surveys. Qualitative interviews 
and focus groups appear to be the best collection methods when 
dealing with perceptions concerning food security (Chan et al. 
2006) or when trying to understand the various subtle aspects 
of food security such as environmental stressors (Goldhar et al. 
2010).

Data collection
The data were collected using a semi-structured survey consist-
ing of 26 questions that fell into three major categories, namely 
(1) demographics, (2) travel frequency, and (3) shipping and 
shopping methods. The researchers developed a draft survey 
and tested it on a small sample group of staff and scientists who 
work at the Churchill Northern Studies Centre. These individu-
als are also full-time residents of Churchill. This sample test was 
meant to identify any errors and inconsistencies, and was also 
conducted to ensure that questions were asked in a manner that 
would minimize any potential offense because of cultural mis-
understandings. After testing, several questions needed revision.
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Figure 1 
Context map 
Source: Manitoba Land Inventory 2014
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Thirty oral surveys were conducted over a two-day period 
with randomly chosen residents of Churchill. Researchers ap-
proached residents on the street and asked if they would be will-
ing to participate in a survey on retail habits conducted by ge-
ography students from the University of Winnipeg. If a resident 
indicated that they were interested in participating, a researcher 
would explain the ethical requirements of the survey. The re-
searcher ensured participants that their responses would receive 
full anonymity and confidentiality. Participants were informed 
that they could remove themselves from the survey at any time, 
refuse to answer any question they did not want to answer, and 
contact the project advisor if they had any concerns with the sur-
vey. Respondents provided verbal consent if they agreed to take 
part in the survey. Residents who did not appear to have reached 
the age of legal consent (18 years) were not surveyed.

Results

Population description
According to the 2011 census, the town of Churchill has a popu-
lation of 850 with 51 percent identifying as Aboriginal (Figure 
2a) and a similar percent recorded as male. Of the residents 
surveyed, only 23 percent identified as Aboriginal (all related 
ethnic groups) with the vast majority of respondents identify-
ing as Caucasian. Similarly, males comprised only 23 percent 
of respondents. Over half of respondents had lived in Churchill 
for less than 20 years (Figure 2b) and were under 35 years old 
(Figure 2c).

Travel tendencies
The majority of respondents (70 percent) had not left Churchill 
to travel to southern communities within the last month (Figure 
3a). When residents traveled, they were marginally more likely 
to travel by train than by plane (Figure 3b). When asked about 
their reasons for travel, 50 percent of respondents selected per-
sonal reasons as their main motivation (Figure 3c). When asked 
which city residents visited most frequently for shopping, the 
most common response was Winnipeg.

Shipping and shopping
While 67 percent of respondents indicated that they shop online, 
the items purchased vary considerably. When examining local 
shopping patterns, produce and non-perishable foods (Figure 
4a) dominate local consumption. This is in stark contrast to on-
line purchasing patterns in which all other categories dominate 
individual consumption patterns (Figure 4b). Of particular note 
is the small number of individuals that purchase produce (a per-
ishable item) online while no respondents indicated purchasing 
non-perishable foods online. The survey found that consumers 
were unlikely to purchase electronics or vehicles in Churchill 
due to their inflated price and lack of selection (Figure 4b). In the 
“other” category, some respondents indicated that they would 
buy alcohol in Churchill. However, they would not buy clothes 
or baby products such as diapers. Many of the residents sur-
veyed suggested that, although they buy produce in Churchill, 

they do so out of necessity, and they would like to see better 
selection, quality, and prices when it comes to fresh foods.

Finally, when examining access to cultural foods, specifi-
cally game or bush meat, 90 percent of respondents indicated 
they know someone who hunts but less than 25 percent of those 
surveyed indicated that they source their meat locally.

Discussion

With respect to population, the high rate (70 percent) of female 
participants in the survey was expected in this kind of study and 
is backed up by the literature (Lawn et al. 2003). Women are 
often more preferred in retail studies because they are seen as 
being the major consumers and buyers for households. Addi-
tionally, given that the under 35 year age group comprised the 
majority of respondents, and based on researcher observations, 
the majority of females had young children and were more than 
likely stay-at-home mothers with partners working full-time 
within the community. Anecdotally, the researchers noted a sig-
nificant lack of males shopping during the day.

Seventy percent of respondents indicated that they had not 
left Churchill within the last 30 days. This value is particularly 
noteworthy as the survey was conducted in August and the un-
derlying belief was that many would travel south in preparation 
for the coming winter and/or school year. However, given the 
seasonal nature of much of the employment in Churchill many 
people may not travel outside of the community during the em-
ployment season knowing they are returning south in a short 
period of time. Moreover, whereas the most used and afford-
able mode of transportation out of Churchill is the train, some 
respondents mentioned that the long train journey and costs 
discouraged frequent travel. Respondents indicated that their 
main motivation for travelling outside of the community was for 
personal reasons. Some respondents suggested that they specifi-
cally leave town to shop and others stated that they left Churchill 
to visit family and friends. In casual conversation after the sur-
vey, several respondents mentioned that the most coveted em-
ployment is with local airlines. They suggested that these jobs 
come with great benefits to immediate family members such as 
reduced airfares and free shipping rates. Respondents with fam-
ily members working in these positions indicated they would 
often order goods from other communities and especially those 
available in Thompson (Figure 1) where easy access to rail and/
or airplane for shipping items via these familial relationships is 
easy and readily accessible. While this last point is anecdotal, it 
does suggest an underlying issue with affordability in living in 
Churchill.

Researchers found that many residents utilized the same 
website (www.Well.ca) to satisfy their shopping needs because 
it offered a range of goods including personal hygiene products, 
food items, and minor home furnishings. Most importantly, it of-
fered free shipping on products that were not readily available in 
Churchill. In this way, residents were providing for themselves 
those items that could not be reasonably bought in Churchill. 
Residents indicated reasons for online shopping included great-
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Figure 2 
Ethnic group membership, residency, and age group of survey respondents
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Figure 3 
Travel characteristics of survey respondents
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Figure 4 
Local purchasing habits of survey respondents

er selection of goods, cheaper prices, and incentives such as free 
shipping.

As expected, the survey found that produce was the most 
common item purchased locally. This can be explained by the 
fragility of produce in transport and the need for fresh perish-
ables. It could also be explained by most residents not having 
left Churchill within the last 30 days. Many respondents noted 
that they were unhappy with the quality, price and selection of 
the produce available to them. Although produce was the most 
frequently purchased item in the community, this was of ne-
cessity rather than strict choice. The other locally purchased 
item was alcohol. Alcohol is one of the few items available in 
Churchill for which prices are the same as in southern commu-
nities because of government regulation. In contrast, goods that 
respondents did not purchase in Churchill included vehicles and 
electrical goods. These items are either unavailable or the price 
is extremely inflated to combat transportation costs. Other cat-
egory responses for goods purchased out of town were baby and 
personal hygiene products.

Access to country foods decreases dependence on southern 
market food (Lawn et al. 2003). The current study shows that 
most respondents knew someone who sourced food through 
hunting. Nevertheless, this knowledge did not transfer to their 
personal consumption. Only 57 percent of respondents reported 
consuming country foods in their diet to a very limited degree. 
As cultural foods are generally associated with the local Ab-
original community, the dominance of Caucasians in the respon-
dent sample may have skewed this number significantly. Also, 
given the seasonality of employment, many individuals may 
have known of people who hunt and/or fish but did not use those 
sources as a food supplement because they were short-term resi-
dents within the community and the investment in acquiring and 
storing these foods was too great. Lastly, many of these seasonal 
employees may have had some type of food allocation through 
their employer thereby offsetting the higher costs of locally pur-
chased meat.
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Conclusion

While this study did not examine food security directly, it did 
examine the retail/consumer conditions present in Churchill that 
may create a food insecure situation for an individual or family. 
The survey suggests that fresh produce is the most available lo-
cal consumer product but respondents indicated that price and 
selection were major issues. Other items such as electronics and 
vehicles were so expensive that they are sourced from outside 
the community. Additionally, because of internet retailing many 
residents are able to source products from websites thereby suc-
cessfully insulating/protecting themselves from the higher costs 
associated with local purchasing. Since Churchill has regular 
rail and airplane access, many websites offer free or low-cost 
shipping, a benefit that is not associated with more northerly 
communities.

With regard to food security, this study confirms that many 
of the underlying factors identified in the literature also ex-
ist in Churchill. It can be postulated that, if residents did not 
have ready access to the reasonably priced products in southern 
communities and were forced to purchase the majority of their 
consumer goods in Churchill, a much more desperate situation 
could exist. It appears that residents are able to trade off high 
food costs locally with savings on other products purchased on-
line or outside of Churchill.

Finally, Churchill presents a unique situation for research 
into food security as it is isolated from the south but has daily, 
year-round transportation access that ensures a high degree of 
regular connectivity compared to even communities that are 
slightly more northern where access is restricted to plane or car-
go barge. While conducting this study, researchers routinely en-
tered several of the local businesses to seek respondents. In two 
cases, fresh and or other foods were available for sale outside 
of the lone grocery store. In the case of the fresh produce, the 
store owner indicated that the produce available at the grocery 
store was too expensive and given the nature of their business 
they are able to bring in fresher and a more seasonal selection of 
produce alongside the normal goods they import from the south. 
This “community first” attitude suggests there may be other 
ways community members combat food security situations that 
were not revealed in the survey. Given this observation, the au-
thors recommend that future studies on food security in northern 
communities employ an open-ended interview or focus group 
approach as the nature of these data collection techniques better 
allows researchers to delve into specific community situations 
that may help to combat specific food security issues.
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