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PEI Food Security Network Response to TOWARDS A CULTURE OF WELLNESS: A 

PUBLIC SURVEY ON HEALTH AND WELLNESS IN PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND 

The PEI Food Security Network congratulates the province on the goals of the discussion paper, 

Towards a Culture of Wellness. However, we are disappointed in its failure to address food 

insecurity and poverty as recognized and powerful contributors to the poor health outcomes of 

many Islanders.  The paper states: “Eating a well-balanced and nutritious diet is essential for 

good health but it can be hard in today’s modern food environment. A lack of affordable healthy 

food choices can make it difficult for some to eat a healthy diet. To make sure healthy food 

choices are easier to make we have to look at improving the environments where healthy food is 

available. This will require us to focus our policies and our public education efforts on the 

settings where food is served (homes, schools, community events, restaurants) so that Islanders 

have the knowledge, skills and resources to make healthy food choices.”  

The proposed approaches to improve the quality of the diets of Islanders, to address food 

environments and public education, as well as efforts to address food knowledge and skills, are 

laudable but are incomplete. There is ample supply of healthy food choices in PEI, however 

many Islanders, including working and educated Islanders, cannot afford to provide adequate, 

nutritious food for themselves or their families. It is critical that the significant role of poverty 

and food insecurity that prevents many Islanders from having access to an optimal nutritious 

diet is addressed in order for Islanders to have enhanced health and wellness. One part of the 

solution to this problem is to reinstate annual food costing studies in P.E.I., and adjust social 

assistance rates and the minimum wage accordingly, so that all Islanders have a sufficient 

income to afford a healthy diet.  

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, food security 

exists when “all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”.  

The report, Household Food Insecurity in Canada, 2011, authored by Valerie Tarasuk et al, 

demonstrated that household food insecurity, the inadequate or insecure access to food because 

of financial constraints, is a significant social and public health problem in Canada. In 2011, 1.6 

million Canadian households, or slightly more than 12%, experienced some level of food 

insecurity. This amounts to nearly one in eight households and 3.9 million individuals in 

Canada, including 1.1 million children, living with food insecurity. Even more disturbing is that 

this is a growing social and public health problem; there were 450,000 more Canadians living in 

households affected by food insecurity in 2011 than in 2008.  P.E.I. ranked second worst in the 

country for food insecurity with 27 percent of children living in homes that don't have enough 

money to buy enough healthy food, behind only Nunavut. Nationally, 17 percent of children live 

with food insecurity. 
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Food insecurity is a serious public health problem because individuals’ health and well-being is 

tightly linked to eating a well-balanced and nutritious diet. Furthermore, it is well established 

that an individual’s health and wealth are highly correlated, and that relative poverty is the No. 1 

determinant of poor health. Specifically, members of food insecure households are at increased 

risk of metabolic syndrome, a cluster of conditions (such as increased blood pressure, a high 

blood sugar level, excess body fat around the waist, and abnormal cholesterol levels) that occur 

together, increasing the risk of chronic diseases such as heart disease, stroke and diabetes. 

Household food insecurity is also associated with an increased likelihood of unhealthy behaviors, 

psychological distress (including anxiety and depression), and poorer physical health. The fact 

that lower-income Islanders have higher rates of preventable chronic diseases is recognized in 

the Wellness paper.  Once chronic diseases are established, their management is also 

compromised in the context of food insecurity. The sequelae of poverty and food insecurity have 

an enormous impact on our struggling health care budget, as levels of food insecurity and 

preventable chronic disease continue to rise.  

  

In the Prince Edward Island Pilot Food Costing Project Report, released in 2013, authored by 

Drs. Jennifer Taylor and Colleen Walton, it was found that there have been significant increases 

in the cost of purchasing a basic ‘Nutritious Food Basket’ in PEI over the past decade. The cost of 

this nutritious food basket has risen by almost 39% since the last provincial food costing data 

was collected in 2005. This report demonstrates that PEI’s social assistance allowances are 

entirely inadequate to afford a base healthy diet and provided early evidence that minimum wage 

is also insufficient for achieving food security. Lack of financial access to nutritious food 

contributes to a host of preventable diseases. This situation will impede achieving the stated 

goals of the Wellness strategy including the desired impact on reducing health care costs. 

The PEI Food Security Network calls upon the Government of Prince Edward Island to include 

concrete actions to raise Islanders out of poverty in its Wellness Strategy. These will 

include, but not be limited to: 

o Increase social assistance rates and minimum wage  

o Index social assistance rates and minimum wage to the cost of living 

o Re-institute annual food costing and use the results to set assistance rates 

We appreciate this opportunity to voice the concerns of the Food Security Network, with its 

membership of more than 150 individuals and organizations, and look forward to seeing this 

government take a strong leadership role in addressing root causes in the quest for a culture of 

wellness in PEI. 
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