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Executive Summary 

Many industrial food systems are unsustainable as they result in environmental, human 

health and social problems (Gliessman 2007). Many of these issues begin at the pro-

duction level, on farms. Institutional procurement can influence current agricultural prac-

tices through changes in purchasing criteria (Hendrickson 2016). The Real Food Chal-

lenge is a student-led initiative which helps institutions identify food produced in a sus-

tainable manner (Real Food Challenge n.d.a). The Real Food Challenge originated in 

the United States and has been brought to Canadian universities by Meal Exchange, a 

non-profit organization with the mission of engaging youth to work with their communi-

ties (Meal Exchange 2012). The Real Food Challenge offers tools to evaluate the kind 

of agricultural practices universities support through their purchasing budgets. The Real 

Food Challenge evaluates food production practices for sustainability criteria in four cat-

egories: community based, socially just, ecologically sound and humane (Real Food 

Challenge n.d.a). Food is considered ‘Real’ if it meets at least one of the four catego-

ries. The goal of the Real Food Challenge is to shift 20% of institutional food procure-

ment budget towards Real Food (Real Food Challenge n.d.a). The goal of this project 

was to support a community-based, socially just, ecologically sound, and humane food 

system at UBC through responsible procurement decisions. The specific objectives of 

this project were to 1) assess the percentage of total expenditures spent on Real Food 

at the vegetarian counter of UBC’s Open Kitchen dining hall; 2) make recommendations 

for improvement of UBC Food Services procurement practices; and 3) provide feedback 

about the Real Food Guide criteria, tool-kit, and software called ‘Real Food Calculator’ 

to Meal Exchange. We obtained the recipes for the Open Kitchen vegetarian counter’s 
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non-rotational menu dishes and purchasing invoices for the months of September and 

December 2016. There were 106 food items used for these recipes. Twenty-two items 

had not been bought in September and December and could not be included in our 

study. We excluded 23 other products for which expenditures amounted to less than 

$100/month.   We traced all remaining 61 food items to their respective distributors us-

ing invoices and contacted distributors to obtain information on production practices. If 

distributors could not provide the information needed, we contacted producers directly. 

We used the Real Food Guide (Appendix I) to assess each food item and the Real Food 

Calculator software to obtain the percentage of UBC Food Services’ budget spent pur-

chasing Real Food.  Eight of 61 food items (buns, kale, pumpkin seeds, parsley, avoca-

dos, sweet and Thai basil, and bananas) were certified for ecologically sound practices 

and were assessed as Real Food. They amounted to 24% of expenditures. Thus, the 

vegetarian counter at Open Kitchen passed the Real Food Challenge. We recommend 

shifting from purchasing processed, non-certified produce such as shredded beets to 

purchasing certified, non-processed produce.  Further research is required to determine 

whether other counters at Open Kitchen would pass the Real Food Challenge.  
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Introduction 

Poorly designed, unsustainable food systems are at the root of many environmental, hu-

man health, and social welfare problems faced by our society since the dawn of the in-

dustrial revolution (Gliessman 2007). Many of these issues begin at the production level 

on farms, including soil and water pollution, land degradation, loss of biodiversity, and 

the production of greenhouse gas emissions (Gomiero et al. 2008). In addition, indus-

trial animal farming has been linked to the inhumane treatment of animals including: 

castration without anesthetic, crowded housing, and the mistreatment of ill animals 

(Rollin 2003). Finally, current agricultural practices result in human welfare and health 

issues. Industrial farm workers often suffer from pesticide-related illnesses ranging from 

acute poisoning to cancer and birth defects (Reeves et al. 2002) coupled with unfair 

wages and lack of legislation that would provide basic labor rights (Rodman et al. 2016). 

Institutional food procurement can have a significant impact on the transformation of 

currently unsustainable food systems. We can shape the food system to be more sus-

tainable by supporting local producers who grow food in ways that promote environmen-

tal health, social fairness, and animal welfare. However, identifying local and sustaina-

ble products can be difficult, creating a potential barrier to procurement practice im-

provements (Hendrickson 2016).  The Real Food Challenge is a student-led initiative 

which helps institutions identify sustainable food items. The Real Food Challenge origi-

nated in the United States. It aims to shift 20% of university food procurement budgets 

away from industrial agriculture and highly processed foods towards sustainable food 

choices. The objective of the Real Food Challenge is to use the tremendous purchasing 
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power of universities to support local economies, human and animal welfare, and envi-

ronmental sustainability (Real Food Challenge n.d.b).  

The Real Food Challenge has been brought to Canadian universities by Meal Ex-

change, a non-profit organization with the mission of engaging, educating, and mobiliz-

ing youth to work with their communities to develop just and sustainable food systems 

(Meal Exchange 2012). Meal Exchange Canada has developed a comprehensive defini-

tion of Real Food specific to Canada and supports Canadian students in their attempts 

to implement the Real Food Challenge on their campuses. Real Food is defined as any 

food item that meets production standards in at least one of four categories: community 

based, socially fair, ecologically sound, and humane. The University of British Columbia 

(UBC) has made a commitment to working towards economic, social, and environmen-

tal sustainability (UBC n.d.). In this regard, the provision of food that is affordable, nutri-

tious, ecologically sound and produced in a responsible manner is fundamental to build-

ing a sustainable food system (Story et al. 2009). UBC Food Services aims for sustaina-

ble food procurement by purchasing UBC Farm’s fruits and vegetables, Ocean Wise 

certified seafood, and local organic fruit when available (Baker-French 2013). Through 

this project, our research team used the Real Food Challenge to help UBC further its 

commitment to the sustainable food movement by tracking food purchases to their 

sources. The specific objectives of this project are to 1) assess the percentage of total 

expenditures spent on sustainable, local, fair and humane foods offered at UBC’s Open 

Kitchen vegetarian counter using the criteria provided by the Real Food Guide, 2) make 

recommendations to improve future food procurement and menu engineering strategies 
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of UBC Food Services, and 3) provide constructive feedback to Meal Exchange Can-

ada, facilitator of the RFC in Canada.  

Methodology 

Literature review 

We conducted a literature review using UBC Library and Google search engines. We 

researched how modern food production practices impact the environment and human 

and animal rights, how these impacts can be mitigated through institutional procurement 

practices, and familiarized ourselves with the Real Food Challenge literature.  

Real Food is food that was grown and/or produced with respect to human and animal 

rights, and to the environment (Real Food Challenge n.d.a.). Food qualifies as ‘Real' if it 

meets criteria of one or more of the following categories: community-based, socially-

just, ecologically-sound, humane. Criteria for each category are outlined in the Real 

Food Guide (Appendix I). Real food A is food that meets requirements in at least two 

categories. Real food B is food that meets requirement in one category only. For exam-

ple, if a product has both Fair Trade International (social justice category) and Canadian 

Organic Standard (ecologically sound category) certifications, it qualifies as Real Food 

A. If it only has the Canadian Organic Standard certification, it qualifies as Real Food B. 

Food may also be disqualified, if the producer is found guilty of human rights and labor 

violations, and if food contains chemicals that may be harmful for human health. Some 

examples of such chemicals are aspartame, sodium nitrate, and artificial dyes (please 

refer to Appendix I for a complete list of disqualifiers). 
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The Real Food Challenge requires assessment of either two or 12 months’ worth of pur-

chasing data. Due to time constraints, we chose to assess two months’ worth of pur-

chasing data. David Speight, Executive Chef, suggested limiting research to the food 

items served by the Open Kitchen’s vegetarian counter. Daniel Chiang, Executive Sous 

Chef, provided the vegetarian counter non-rotational menu recipes and invoices for the 

months of September and December 2016 (Appendices II and III). We used the recipes 

to compile a list of 106 food items used by the vegetarian counter. We then searched for 

each food item in the invoices. Twenty-two items were not purchased in either Septem-

ber or December and were excluded from our study. Next, we created September and 

December spreadsheets in accordance with the standards outlined in the RFC toolkit. 

We used invoices to determine the amount spent on each vegetarian counter’s food 

item purchased in September and December. We excluded food items for which ex-

penditures amounted to less than a hundred dollars/month during both months (Fig. 1). 

The final list consisted of 61 items. 

 

 Item with expense > $100  Item with expense < $100  Item not purchased 

Figure 1. Food items statistics for the vegetarian counter of Open Kitchen in September 
and December 2016. Left: Number of food items used for all recipes including those 
which were not purchased during these two months. Right: Percent total expenditures. 
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Training 

We learned about the Real Food Challenge assessment steps and Real Food Calcula-

tor software through online communication with Celia White, Real Food Challenge Co-

ordinator, Meal Exchange. Celia White provided us with a digital copy of the Real Food 

Challenge tool-kit which outlines the steps for conducting the research. Celia White also 

demonstrated how to use the Real Food Calculator software via video conference call. 

Subsequently, we created a research profile on the Real Food Calculator website, com-

pleted the online Food Baseline Survey, and submitted an Assessment Plan. The Food 

Baseline Survey includes main produce suppliers, number of employees, minimum 

wage, and number of meals served daily. David Speight and Daniel Chiang, provided 

the information needed to complete the Food Baseline Survey. The Assessment Plan 

included proposed research details such as the research team members, months se-

lected for assessment, and the number of hours the team planned to spend on the pro-

ject. After the assessment plan was approved by Celia White and David Speight, we 

started gathering data necessary to perform the assessment. 

Food items assessment 

Daniel Chiang provided contact information for all the Open Kitchen suppliers. For sin-

gle ingredient food items, we contacted vendors by phone or via email to request infor-

mation on food items’ certifications and producers’ contact information (Fig. 2). We then 

looked for producer disqualifiers and obtained producers’ income and food items’ certifi-

cations information through online search or through contacting the producer by phone 

or email. We determined whether the products were Real Food or not, based on the cri-

teria outlined in the Real Food Guide (Appendix I). For multi-ingredient food items, we 
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requested ingredient lists, certifications, and producers’ information from vendors. We 

then contacted the producers to find out each ingredient’s brand. If no disqualifiers were 

found, we assessed ingredients’ certifications. If 50% of the ingredients (by volume) sat-

isfied the criteria outlined in the Real Food Guide, the food item qualified as Real Food 

(Fig. 3). We entered all the relevant information into the spreadsheets upon completion 

of food items’ assessment (Appendix II). 

 

Figure 2. Assessment steps for single ingredient food items. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Assessment steps for multiple ingredients food items. 
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Data quality check and calculations 

Celia White from Meal Exchange conducted interim and final data quality checks to 

make sure that the data collected for each food item was sufficient to qualify it as Real 

Food. We used the Real Food Calculator software to obtain the percent budget spent 

on Real Food, as well as percent Real Food A and B.  

Results and Discussion 

We assessed 61 food items used at the vegetarian of Open Kitchen dining hall, pur-

chased in September and December 2016 which included groceries (canned fruits and 

vegetables, grain products etc.), produce, eggs, baked goods, and beverages. The total 

budget spent on the 61 food items during the months of September and December 

2016 was $48,731. Real food represented 24% of the total budget ($11,894) and con-

sisted solely of Real Food B i.e. food meeting Real Food Challenge criteria in a single 

category (Fig.4). The food items met the ecologically sound category based on either 

Rainforest Alliance, Canadian Organic or Bioagricert certifications (Fig. 5). The vegetar-

ian counter at Open Kitchen passed the Real Food Challenge as more than 20% of its 

total budget was spent on Real Food. 

Eight items were identified as Real Food: buns, kale, pumpkin seeds, parsley, avoca-

dos, sweet and thai basil, and bananas (Fig. 5). Out of the 24% of the budget spent on 

Real Food, 21.3% was spent on three items: brioche buns (10.6%), bananas (5.7%), 

and avocados (5.0%), indicating reliance on solely three items to pass the Real Food 

Challenge. This may be an issue, if one of the three food items does not qualify as Real 

Food in the future. For example, Promich avocados come from the Michoacan state of 

Mexico where cartels control avocado production through illegal taxation (Garcia-Ponce 
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et al. 2014). Drug cartels own packinghouses and approximately 10% of the avocado 

orchards in the area (Flank 2016). We could not find evidence that Promich is linked to 

cartels, but if strong evidence does emerge, avocados may not qualify as Real Food in 

the future. Hence, it would be better if the budget spent on Real Food were distributed 

more evenly among all ingredients at the vegetarian counter of Open Kitchen. We hope 

that these research results will serve as a 2016 baseline that UBC Food Services can 

use to assess future efforts to increase the amount of Real Food offered to students and 

staff by UBC Food Services. 

  

Figure 4. Percent expenditures at the vegetarian counter of Open Kitchen in September 
and December 2016 
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Figure 5. The food items that qualified as Real Food based on third party certification 
from either Canada Organic/Biologique Canada, Rainforest Alliance, or Bioagricert 
(sweet basil, bananas, avocado, italian parsley, baby kale, brioche buns, pumpkin 
seeds. Photo of Canada Organic thai basil is not included. 
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Recommendations 

Recommendations for the Meal Exchange include: 

� Clarifying concepts used in the Real Food Challenge tool-kit, particularly, “per-

cent Real Food” which is a percentage of food items that can be considered Real 

Food and “percent dollar spent on Real Food” which is percentage of expendi-

tures spent on Real Food. Keeping terminology consistent throughout the tool-kit 

could help achieve this.  

� Clearly stating that the goal of the Real Food Challenge is to shift 20% of univer-

sities’ food budget to Real Food.   

� Organizing the Real Food categories in the Real Food Guide in a practical way. 

For example, the community-based category could be placed as the last column 

because food items need to meet criteria of at least one other category in order 

to meet community-based category.  

� Revising the distinctions between Real Food A/Real Food B. The two categories 

make the Real Food Challenge assessments more complicated than needed, 

since they have no impact on percent of budget spent on Real Food  

� Considering certifications/qualifications according to regions of the world. We 

think that organic or fair trade certifications by themselves may not be sufficient 

to qualify food as ‘Real’. There are certain regions in the world, such as Mexico, 

where drug cartels control parts of certain types of agricultural production. Their 

influence includes illegal taxation of strawberry, lime and avocado producers, ille-
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gal avocado orchard expropriation, and killing people for not following cartel’s or-

ders. (Garcia-Ponce and Lajous 2014). It is estimated that up to 10% of avocado 

orchards as well as some packing houses in the state of Michoacan belong to 

drug cartels and are used to launder drug money (Flank 2016). Cartels in Oa-

xaca state, MX, exert influence on mango production and possibly many other 

agricultural sectors (Rector 2017). 

Recommendations for the UBC Food Services include: 

� Verifying food items’ certifications before purchasing. During our research, we 

found a product described as organic in one of the invoices (Chia Seed Black, 

Organic) that did not have any organic certification. Along the same lines, even 

though “free run eggs” imply an ethically-produced item, this claim is not sup-

ported by any certification. The price premium paid for these eggs could be better 

invested in free-range eggs that do qualify as Real Food. 

� Finding alternative vendors. For example, finding an alternative to Fresh Point - 

Freshcuts could save money on pre-processed food (e.g. shredded beets), and 

help increase Real Food offered to students if a local producer, such as the UBC 

farm, were used as an alternative.  

� Shifting money expenditure away from certain food items, such as off-season 

food items. This would require slight modifications of recipes but the money 

saved could be spent on Real Food items.   
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Appendix I. Real Food Guide, Draft version 1.2*. 
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Appendix II. Open Kitchen’s vegetarian counter’s food costs for September 2016. 

.
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Appendix III. Open Kitchen’s vegetarian counter’s food costs for December 2016. 
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