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NEW TERROIR
DE TERRE-NEuVE
Contemplating this Province’s Food Culture
By EMILy DOyLE AND DR ATANu SARKAR

“Tis only by courage and patience and wit and eating plain food that we keep ourselves fit.”
– from Tickle Cove Pond, written by Mark Walker

T

he food habits of people in Newfoundland
and Labrador are changing in response to the
industrialization and globalization of the food
system. This gives us a good opportunity to reflect upon
the food culture of this province. Specifically, does food
produced from this particular part of the world have
intrinsic value that helps define who we are?
Terroir is the word for food imbued with distinct
geographical or climatic characteristics. It is a concept
that helps food-producing regions around the world
capitalize on the idea that food is enriched by the
environment in which it is grown. This article examines
how traditional NL foods, while valued from a tourism
standpoint, are less palatable from an economic, natural
resources, and health standpoint.1

Ship’s rationings, root vegetables
When a tourist asks, “What kind of food is
Newfoundland and Labrador food?”, the three most
obvious answers are fish, Jiggs’ dinner, and berries. As
far as fish goes, it is hard to know how much local fish
is in a typical Newfoundlander’s (or Labradorian’s) diet
because this information is not often collected. The fact
that there is such a gap in research about local food
consumption speaks to the level of priority given to
understanding the local diet. Two exceptions are a recent

study from the Bonne Bay area, which demonstrated
that there has been a decline in consumption of most
major fish and shellfish species over the past five years,
and a previous study conducted in 1978 that found
people in this province ate an average of six fish meals
per month.2 It appears that meat, rather than fish, is
a far more important part of the typical diet today: in
2013, residents of the province consumed $251 million
worth of meat but only $34 million worth of fish.3
As for Jiggs’ dinner, that this is a staple meal for NL
speaks to the reality of food insecurity in this climate.
Jiggs’ dinner is composed of mariner’s rationings (salt
beef or pork and dried peas) which are most notable
for their long shelf life. Writing about the provisioning
of the diet of early Newfoundlanders, historian John
Mannion has said that our diet more resembled a ship’s
rationings than any other country’s traditional cuisine.4
And, as we’ll see below, the traditional root vegetables
that complete the Jiggs’ dinner are today most likely not
the product of local farms.
The third example of local food, the berry, is a
perennial crop that we can depend on our environment
to produce. Berries are more than food: they are a
“super” food and are emblematic of what it means
to be a resident of this place: you grow in harsh
circumstances, but you are endowed with special
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(cultural) properties because of it–a philosophy echoed
in the line from Tickle Cove Pond, above.
Due to societal changes, we spend much less time
being shaped by our specific environmental conditions
than would have been the case for our ancestors, and
much of the food culture in this province is more
real in history and lore than in current foodways and
doings. The message we find in the current policies of
the Department of Natural Resources–the provincial
department with the mandate for both renewable and
non-renewable resources–is that oil comes first, and
food follows as a distant afterthought.
The real picture of food culture in NL is that the best
of what we have (seafood and berries) is destined for
an export market. The rising star of NL’s agricultural
industry is a subsidized commodity–dairy. Following the
milk industry in profitability comes the egg industry and
then the fur industry.5 The emphasis on food as business
production over food as culture helps shape the real
food customs of the province today. Current food-related
policies reinforce a distinction between food for profit
and food for culture or food for health. Here, as in the
rest of North America, the latter is dictated by the global
food industry that offers up choice and abundance in
exchange for the scarcity that has historically limited,
and thereby defined, a unique NL menu.
The question becomes: how much of our traditional
food culture should we keep? If tourists place value on
some of these aspects of the food that the people of this
province eat, or the ways people have grown, harvested,
or preserved this food, then why don’t we place the
same value on it?6 And it is not just our heritage that
suffers but also our well-being. Not to romanticize the
hard old times–because starvation was always a real
threat until relatively recently–but there is something to
the plain (or that was how it was perceived) hard-earned
fish, potatoes, cabbage, and turnip that did keep us fit
and that also fit our natural environment.
This point is beginning to resonate with a number
of countries around the world. For example, Brazil just
released new food guidelines that advise consumers
to be aware of preserving food traditions and diets,
and of the connection between eating local food and
supporting the local economy. And Italy, as part of
its universal school lunch program, educates school
children about the seasonality of Italian produce and
teaches them the cultural history of different food
products and how they relate to place.
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Fresh vegetables, global foodstuffs
A recent environmental study funded by the
Harris Centre took a snapshot of current trends in the
production and marketing of fresh vegetables in this
province.7 As the figure (p41) shows, there is a shift
towards decreasing vegetable production.
Fortunately, these statistics do not tell the full
story. A small sample of interviews held with niche
producers and marketers in the St John’s region found
that consumers are looking to form relationships with
local farmers and they are seeking out diversity in the
vegetables they purchase. Local marketers and farmers
are responding to this heightened demand by expanding
production. Still, statistically, this spike in demand for
diversified domestically grown produce is invisible on
a provincial scale and it is hard to know if this interest
in the preservation of local food production is similarly
experienced across the province.
What we do know is that NL has roughly 500,000
eaters who spend around $1.6 billion on food a year. Of
that, $134 million is spent on vegetables and vegetable
preparations.9 Farmers in this province earned only
4 per cent of this amount through sales of potatoes,
turnips, carrots, cabbage, and beets.
Another number to consider here is the $3 billion
dollars that NL spends on health care per year. The
relation of food expenditures to health care expenditures
cannot be overestimated. Strategic financial outlay on
food could be used as a preventative health measure that
leads to a decrease in overall health costs. As reported
by the Department of Health and Community Services,
chronic disease is the biggest threat to the wellbeing of
the population and the sustainability of the health care
system.10 The chronic diseases from which we suffer
are linked directly to both dietary behavior and level of
activity, which are both connected to the production and
harvesting of food, at least in the traditional sense.
So while we can be forgiven for turning away from
a past that was full of famine and malnutrition by
embracing a new diet, we are now at a critical juncture
for defining what Newfoundland and Labrador food
culture is. How have current food policies changed
our identity and our health as a province? What
consequences are there for future generations when we
slowly obliterate farmland and our unique traditions
of preserving and cooking? It seems a good time to
revisit preconceived notions of what food policy should
look like. While the industrial mode of agriculture and
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fisheries matches an industrialized view of food, there
may be other options that better cater to the nutritional
and cultural needs of this province.
The local food producers who were interviewed as
part of the environmental survey spoke to some of
these alternatives. Farmers (and market gardeners) are
encountering great success with greenhouses as a way to
extend the NL growing season. (Currently, 99 per cent
of greenhouse space is devoted to ornamental plants.)
Farmers are also experimenting with new forms of energy,
such as geothermal and wind; incentives to innovate and
adapt technologies that take advantage of these energy
resources will be necessary if we are to adjust course and
become invested in the idea of eating more wholesome
locally grown and harvested food.
We need two changes for this to happen. First, we need
people to grow and harvest the food. Second, we need
people to eat the food.
At present, there are few incentives for young people to
enter either the agriculture or the fishing industry. As the
average age of the population climbs, it becomes more
likely that we will lose the place-specific knowledge of
food production, harvesting, and preservation that has
been built up over centuries.
Also, as consumption of ‘global’ food products such
as pineapples, avocados, and bananas increases, there
may be a decline in people’s taste for local food. Over
the past 50 years, palettes have changed, and things that
were everyday cuisine like boiled greens or salt fish may
now seem exotic. One way to cultivate a taste for the
new terroir de Terre Neuve is to ensure that not only the
tourists but the people of this province are encouraged to
find innovative and adapted versions of traditional meals
on the menu.
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