Hazard Risk Assessment
Food Shortages
Food Shortages: For Communities that depend mostly on local food for sustenance
For Communities that depend mostly on food grown elsewhere for sustenance

Food Shortages
This section discusses the potential food shortages. Resources are available to assist you in
completing this assessment in the Risk Assessment Resources section. Food shortages are not
something that we normally associate with Canada; however, there are a number of situations in
Canada where isolated communities have run out of food as a result of a disaster.

Definition
Food shortages occur when the population of a community undergoes a severe shortage of food.
A severe shortage of food can lead to starvation, illness and, in extreme cases, death.

Discussion
When communities only have one supply route (e.g., train, airplane) to provide food to the
community, and that supply route is interrupted it can cause serious food shortages in the
community. Typically supply routes are interrupted by disasters (e.g., landslides) or repairs
(highway closures).
Additionally, many residents in remote communities, especially during the winter months, are
dependent upon game and locally produced food to sustain themselves over the winter. Longterm power outages can reduce the community’s ability to keep food frozen and jeopardize stored
food supplies. There are increasing concerns that climate change will impact the ability to
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northern Inuit communities to hunt and trap sufficient food to meet their needs.

It Happened Here…
During the second week of September in 1991 hundreds of people were stranded in the Nass
Valley, in what was called the worst flooding in thirty years of the north coastal area. More than
1,000 natives were cut off from fresh food supplies and schools because of these floods. Clearcut logging in the area was attributed to have contributed to the situation. Estimated cost of
damage was $1.6 million.
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In September 2008, the northern Manitoba town of Churchill was facing food shortages after
repairs to a key railway line resulted in a month of train service disruptions. Fresh produce, eggs
and milk were all scarce in the community of 930, about 1,000 kilometres north of Winnipeg on
Hudson Bay. The railway track that provides the only ground access to the town has been under
repairs for a month. This was the worst food delays that had been seen in 21 years with stores
2
closed as bacon, eggs and fresh produce had run out.
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With increased temperatures scientists have noted that with changes to permafrost
and melting ground ice there will be loss of migratory wildfowl and mammal
	
   breeding and forage habitats within the southern Arctic ecozone. Is your
community dependent upon local animals for food and located within the Canadian
Arctic?	
  

	
  

Often a result of a combination of factors, but communities which rely on locally
obtained food (e.g., seasonal hunting) and long-term freezing of this food, can run
out of food if there are extended power failures required to keep food over the
long-term. Does your community depend on locally obtained food and does it have
long-term power outages?
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Reliance on a single food source (e.g., food arrives only by air or boat) can have
	
   negative effects if supply is cut off due to storms, landslides, earthquakes, etc.
Does your community’s food supply come from a single source?	
  
In the winter some communities are dependent upon air transport to deliver food to
feed the community. If there is poor weather which prevents planes from landing,
food shortages may occur. Does your community’s food supply arrive infrequently
during certain times of the year?
**Has your community experienced food shortages in the past?
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