
June 3, 2022

Dear Councillor Layton, 

I am writing, on behalf of a coalition of organizations and constituents, to urge Toronto City Council to take immediate food-
related climate action by following Vancouver’s recent approach to pass a resolution to shift at least 20% of municipal 
animal-based food purchases to plant-based foods.1

Since Toronto declared a climate emergency in 2019, the threat of the climate crisis has only escalated.  Despite the city’s 
progress, Canada remains the largest greenhouse gas (GHG) producer in the G20 and is well behind the goals of the Paris 
Agreement.  With over 15% of the population, Toronto has a golden leadership opportunity to bring Canada closer to our 
“fair share” reductions target,2 while accelerating progress towards TransformTO goals, and improving the health of 
Torontonians, all by focusing on food.   

Food production, and thereby consumption, accounts for over one-third of global emissions.  By omitting the emissions of 
food produced elsewhere, the greenhouse gas emissions inventory underlying our net-zero policies greatly underestimates 
Toronto’s food emissions.  According to C40 Cities, 85% of emissions associated with goods and services are generated 
outside cities.3  Work is underway by the city to account for the embodied emissions from our food, but why wait to act?  We 
are in a climate emergency and know that: 

● Household consumer behaviour drives 72% of global emissions4 
● Animal-based foods have twice the footprint of plant-based foods5 
● Average meat consumption in North America needs to fall by 79% to meet Paris goals6

● Dietary changes can lead to a huge (34 - 72%) reduction in GHG emissions 7  

The city has already committed, through the Good Food Cities Declaration, to support “an overall increase of healthy plant-
based food consumption”, and, through TransformTO, to “reduce greenhouse gas emissions from food the city procures by 
25% by 2030.”8  Operationalizing these commitments now would bolster our leadership at October’s C40 Mayors Summit 
and immediately generate massive co-benefits.   

Economically, Toronto could leverage plant-forward food policies to cut costs, generate growth, increase employment, and 
stimulate innovation.  Plant-based foods are cheaper than their animal-based counterparts and sales in Canada have been 
growing over 16% a year - three times faster than total retail food sales.9  Emerging food technologies, like precision 
fermentation and cellular meat (which employ skilled labour and foster innovation), are on the cusp of changing food 
production forever.    

As Vancouver noted, “setting targets for plant-based options in the City’s food procurement sends a powerful signal to the 
food production and processing industries for further growth potential.”10  The city could also modernize the “Toronto Food 
& Beverage Manufacturing Sector Road Map (2020-2030)” to leverage shifting consumer preferences and new food 
technologies into competitive advantages for the city’s second largest sector.11 

There are huge co-benefits in moving towards a plant-rich food system, including: improving the health of Torontonians; 
reducing risk of future pandemics; lowering food procurement costs and household food bills; lowering healthcare & hospital 
costs; reducing the global threat of antibiotic resistance, and positioning the city to benefit from plant-forward federal policy 
(see Appendix A). 

Most Torontonians would support this plant-forward shift.  We had Angus Reid run a poll on food preferences and awareness 
(the GTA’s first) and found that:

● 66% of Torontonians want to reduce their meat consumption
● 86% are aware of the environmental impacts of animal products 
● 49% avoid certain foods for environmental reasons
● 94% support more plant-based food in public spaces, with over a third saying they would consume more of these 

foods in these spaces if available
● 78% of non-vegetarians and non-vegans have not heard of or do not use the Canada Food Guide
● Availability is the second largest influence on what Torontonians eat (behind taste)

Torontonians are thus more aware of food production and its impact and would consume more plant-based foods if they 
were more widely available.  Surveys around the globe reveal a similar trend: people are interested in eating more plant-
based but need help doing so.12  

Research suggests that the public expects the government to take the lead for the greater good, especially on environmental 
issues.13  Increasing the availability of whole, plant foods is just one tool at the city’s disposal (see Appendix B).  Since 
2008, our strategies to reduce food procurement emissions have largely focused on eating local foods, but transportation 



accounts for less than 10% of the emissions of most foods. Indeed, Vancouver has found that 71% of emissions associated 
with municipal food procurement are from beef and pork consumption alone.14  Clearly what we eat is far more important 
than where it’s from. 

However, despite this knowledge, animal products continue to comprise a significant share of Toronto’s food purchases. 
Procuring and promoting more plant-based foods represents an unprecedented opportunity for Toronto to become a model 
city - for its citizens, the country, and the global community – while accelerating our path to net-zero and fulfilling our global 
commitments.

The city has done great work developing policy around food waste, now is the time to focus on consumption.  We ask that 
Toronto City Council passes a plant-based food procurement motion before the summer break.  

You have great support behind you.  The time for Toronto to take food-related climate action is now.    

Sincerely,

Nital Jethalal 

President, Toronto Vegetarian Association (www.veg.ca)

Co-Chair, Veg Climate Network (www.vegclimatenetwork.org) 

www.veg.ca
www.vegclimatenetwork.org


APPENDIX A

Co-benefits of moving towards a plant-rich food system

Improving the health of Torontonians.  There is a litany of powerful health benefits that accompany eating more whole, 
plant foods and plant protein sources.15  Healthy, plant-based diets greatly reduce the rates of many chronic diseases.  
Three-quarters of Torontonians don’t meet the recommended intake of five to ten servings of fruits and vegetables per day, 
which would lower their risks of heart disease and cancer (by far our two biggest killers) by 24% and 13%, respectively.  A 
healthier population also makes for a more productive workforce.  Past recommendations to the city council by Toronto 
Public Health and the Chief Medical Officer have expanded on the health benefits of Torontonians eating a more plant-rich 
diet.16  Finally, improving gut health and diversity (by eating more than thirty different plants a week) can reduce the severity 
of Covid symptoms and onset of long Covid by up to 40%.17   

Lowering food procurement costs and household food bills.  Analyses in other cities have found that municipalities 
can save money by swapping animal-based foods for plant-based in their procurement.  Moreover, greater access and 
inspiration to consume plant-based foods can lower household food expenditures that currently account for ~13% of their 
budgets.  In fact, more sustainable, plant-based diets in high-income countries can slash household food bills by up to one-
third.18  

Reducing risk from future pandemics & antibiotic resistance.  Our industrialized farming practices substantially 
increase the risk of future pandemics.19  Three out of every four new or emerging infectious diseases in people come from 
animals.  Few threats to human health have the potential to cause more impact than emerging zoonoses.   Unfortunately, 
the situation in Canada is worsening.20 Moreover, farmed animals consume 80% of Canada’s antibiotic supply and the rise 
of antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is cited as one of the most underrated public health crises of this century, with ten million 
deaths expected by 2050 on our current course.21  

Lowering hospital & healthcare costs.  Over one-third of Ontario’s healthcare costs are attributed to unhealthy behaviour 
and the burden of chronic disease from unhealthy eating is over $5.5B a year.   Improved public health would greatly reduce 
healthcare spending, which currently accounts for over 40% of Ontario’s budget and was estimated to climb over 4% to 
$73B by 2023 before the pandemic. Toronto could become a north star example for the rest of Canada, too – the national 
cost of not eating by the Food Guide is estimated at $13.5B.22  

Aligning & leverage increasingly plant-based policy.  Federal health and economic policy have both shifted more plant-
based since 2018 as evidenced by the new Canada Food Guide and targeted investments to make Canada a global leader 
in plant-based protein.  As Protein Industries Canada states, “Canada is perfectly poised to embrace the opportunity to 
become a value-added, plant protein producer from its existing position as the world’s leading exporter of pulses, peas and 
lentils. In 2019, wheat, canola, pulses and soy accounted for 71% of Canada’s total crop exports."  Federal policy programs 
have targeted support for more farmers’ markets and recently Ontario expanded healthcare policy to allow doctors to 
prescribe fruits and vegetables.  Canadians are also increasingly concerned about animal welfare and over two-thirds 
support incentivizing farmers to transition towards more sustainable food systems.  Federal/Provincial/Territorial (FPT) 
policy will only become increasingly plant-forward.  



APPENDIX B

Tools to foster more plant-rich consumption

There are other avenues, beyond food procurement, through which City Council can encourage and support Torontonians 
eating healthier and more climate friendly food: 

Implement a food labeling program.  Consumers are over 50% more likely to pick a product with carbon labels over a 
similar one without.23  Moreover, they have a higher willingness to pay for foods labels as environmentally and sustainably 
produced.  As Barbara Emmanuel noted in her 2019 presentation to the Council on food strategy, the City could adopt and 
promote the “Cool Food Meal” badge to indicate that a food item meets nutritional and footprint standards needed to achieve 
key climate goals.  Toronto’s commitments already align with those of the Cool Food program, which guides members 
through a strategic planning process to serve more climate-friendly food.24   

Introduce food-specific behavioural interventions (“nudges”).  Many cities and organizations have been integrating 
nudge strategies – non-intrusive interventions that guide people towards desirable action through re-framing their choice 
architecture – to help people reduce their footprint.  Few, though, have focused on food consumption.  There are several 
avenues through which the City could advance climate action by helping Torontonians eat healthier and more sustainably 
(as the majority would like): 

 Adopt the “Greener By Default” guidelines for legislation and food procurement.  The program’s three 
underlying principles: make it easy (make plant-based entrées the default option for catered meals); make it visible 
(place plant-based entrées at the beginning of the menu or buffet); and make it plentiful (offer at least two plant-
based options for every meat option)25

 Make produce cheaper.   Inflation is at an all-time high and 60% of Canadians find it difficult to afford groceries.26  
The city could work with the province on fruit & vegetable vouchers for low-income citizens, as the BC government 
has been doing with cities.

 Work with grocery stores.  Push grocery stores to implement information and placement nudges that would 
increase healthy product purchases, especially in low-income areas.  62% of Canadians visit a grocery store weekly.  
Some supermarkets have had success in boosting produce sales by putting these fresh foods front and center and 
having natural lighting from the ceiling shine on these foods directly.27  

 Adopt or fund programs with proven success.  Farm to Cafeteria Canada’s salad bar program has had great 
success in improving the health and footprint of thousands of school kids and could be scaled up across the GTA.   
Fresh food prescription programs, like “Fresh Food Rx” (a University of Guelph & Alliance for Healthier Communities 
program), also improve food security and fruit and vegetable consumption - the City could work with the nutritional 
science departments at University of Toronto and George Brown College to pilot similar programs or connect more 
managers in the food and service sector with culinary medicine programs.  

Promote & increase access to healthier foods and limit exposure to unhealthy or unsustainable foods.  Our poll 
found that 78% of Torontonians have not heard of or do not use the Canada Food Guide, a document that powerfully 
outlines how Canadians can eat healthier and more sustainably.  Past presentations to City Council have outlined the need 
and opportunities for wider integration and promotion of the Canada Food Guide (CFG) to increase healthy food 
consumption.  The city can ensure that there are clear, consistent policies in public sector settings for food service activities 
(canteens, events, fundraising, promotions, vending machines, water availability, public procurement standards etc.) and 
look to limit exposure of unhealthy foods, especially to children, by phasing out or eliminating the sales of processed meats, 
hyper processed foods and sugar-sweetened beverages in these spaces.

Task the Toronto Food Policy Council (TFPC) to explore more plant-rich food policy.  To date, the TFPC hasn’t much 
focused on strategies or programs around plant-based foods.  The TFPC could look at a number of key areas, including: 
assessing the impacts of consumption shifts on Toronto’s food supply chain; exploring the impact of taxes or subsidies for 
certain foods like red meat or sugar sweetened-beverages; and considering a regulatory system for consumer-oriented 
labelling on menu boards in restaurants to enable consumers to easily make informed food choices.  

Align more with FPT policy.  The Council could explore more collaboration with provincial and federal governments for 
optimal policy integration and outcomes.  With the federal government aiming to make Canada a global leader in plant-
based protein production, there are huge emerging opportunities for new food technologies like precision fermentation and 
cellular meat.  The cellular meat market alone offers the opportunity to capitalize on $12.5 billion and create 142,000 jobs.  
These technologies can be used directly in urban settings with skilled labour, driving innovation, employment and economic 



growth in our food and beverage sector and reducing supply chain shocks. The federal government has also been increasing 
its focus on scalable models to get fresh and affordable produce to those most in need, such as the five-year Market Greens 
program (launched in 2020).28  The city could work with the federal government and Community Food Centres Canada to 
expand partnership in this program to GTA communities beyond West Scarborough Neighbourhood Community Centre.  

Provincially, the city could help modernize OMAFRA’s Northern Ontario agricultural strategy to account for growing plant-
based consumer preferences and to adjust for novel food technologies that will disrupt traditional production (and farmland 
value). The Council could also make great progress towards One Health goals by working with the Ontario government and 
school boards on food procurement to improve the food choice architecture in local hospitals and schools.  



APPENDIX C

Other city councils moving plant-based

Many cities have long adopted a Meatless Monday initiative of some kind.  More recently, a growing number of city councils 
around the world have been taking more action to shift their municipal food environments more plant-based:

CANADA

Vancouver, BC.  Councillor Pete Fry’s motion calling to shift 20% of municipal animal-based food purchases to plant-
based foods passed unanimously last November. The motion cites the huge impact of animal agriculture industry’s 
contribution to climate change & cites savings for the city. 

Kelowna, BC.  In 2019, the mayor of Kelowna named annual “Vegan Awareness Week” in May to promote plant-based 
diets. The event highlights the personal and planetary health benefits of vegan and plant-based foods

Montreal, QC.  On May 16, Montreal City Council voted unanimously to join the C40 Good Food Cities Declaration, making 
specific commitments including: aligning food procurement policies with the Planetary Health Diet; supporting an overall 
increase in consumption of plant-based foods in the city; offering a minimum of 75% of vegetarian food at events it organizes; 
communicating a copy of their declaration to school administrations and boroughs to encourage healthy, local food that 
makes more room for alternatives to animal proteins.

USA

Washington, DC.  The Council unanimously passed the Green Food Purchasing Act last May, becoming the first US city 
to set GHG reduction targets for food purchases (by 25% by 2030). The bill called for establishing targets for reducing GHG 
emissions associated with food purchases for public facilities and for improvements to other environmentally preferable 
purchasing practices across municipal government.  Last month, Mayor Muriel Bowser declared the city’s first-ever “Veg 
Restaurant Week”, where more than thirty restaurants participated in some capacity by offering discounts, introducing new 
menu items, and hosting special events.

New York City, NY.  The city took important steps in developing consensus on food purchasing standards that led to an 
adoption of the Good Food Purchasing Framework to align and direct its food buying power in support of healthy and 
sustainable food practices.  In 2019, a city-wide Meatless Mondays was instituted, which sought to make school meals (free 
to 930,000 students) healthier.  Recently, “Plant-Powered Fridays” were introduced in public schools, with non-vegan items 
being made available by request. In December 2020, the State also legislated that hospitals must have healthy, plant-based 
options available at every meal

Eugene, Oregon.  Eugene council added a “buy climate-friendly first” clause to its “Climate and Energy Action Plan in 2010, 
which called on city agencies to reduce procurement of carbon-intensive foods including red meat and dairy.

Denver, Colorado.  Council has taken steps toward transforming its executive offices, with the mayor’s Sustainability 
Advisory Council adopting a DefaultVeg strategy for environmental reasons.29

Berkeley, California.  Last July, Council voted to divert 50% of the city’s spending from animal-based foods to plant-based 
foods by 2024. Going forward, the Council will look to increase that to 100%, pledging its commitment to plant-based foods 
and addressing the issue of climate change.  

Ann Arbor, Michigan. A2Zero, the City’s ambitious carbon neutrality plan (passed unanimously in June 2020) calls for 
spending over $200,000 to promote plant-rich diets over the next decade to get residents eating less meat. 

INTERNATIONAL

Sao Paulo, Brazil.  The current chair of the International Vegetarian Union – our partner in the Veg Climate Network – was 
a driving force in the establishment of Meat-Free Mondays in the city of Sao Paulo in 2011 that has since been expanded 
to over 100 cities and 3,500 schools across the state.  Today, over 67 million meat-free meals are served every year in 
these schools. 

Melbourne, Australia.  Moreland City Council in Melbourne participates in meat-free Mondays.  As of 2019, all council 
events that take place on Mondays only provide plant-based or vegetarian food. 

http://www.defaultveg.org/


Amsterdam, Netherlands.  City council now serves vegetarian food at all its event by default.  All meetings taking place in 
the Dutch capital will be meat-free unless specifically requested. 

Helsinki, Finland. As of January, the city no longer serves meat at seminars, staff meetings, receptions and other events 
to reduce Helsinki’s carbon footprint.  The city also created a new website and app, “Think Sustainability”, to help citizens 
eat more vegan foods and live more sustainable lives.  The digital service helps users locate restaurants with plant-based 
foods on the menu.  Eateries must offer at least one well-balanced vegan option to be recommended by the service. 

Reykjavik, Iceland. Reykjavík City Council recognized meat as a key contributor to national carbon emissions and is 
considering removing meat entirely from the menus of its primary school cafeterias (most of the country’s small population 
lives in Reykjavik). Iceland aims to be carbon neutral by 2040.

Oxfordshire, UK.  County Council recently voted to ensure that food provided at full council meetings (63 councillors) and 
all civic events is entirely plant-based.  The council currently provides school meals to ~14% of Oxfordshire schools, all of 
them primary schools, at which plant-based options will be on the menu for part of the week. 

 Other cities around the world.  Hundreds of other cities also participate in some form of Meatless Monday or similar 
meat-reduction initiatives.  The Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, created in 2015 and signed onto by over 100 cities, calls for 
meat reduction in tackling food-related issues at the urban level. The Milan Pact, which encourages city divisions to integrate 
a food, planet, health approach in city strategies30, informed and guided Toronto’s Food Strategy Group in 2019. 
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