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SUBJECT: UPDATE: THE NEW CANADA’S FOOD GUIDE 

OBJET : MISE A JOUR: LE NOUVEAU GUIDE ALIMENTAIRE CANADIEN 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this memo is to provide the Ottawa Board of Health with information on 

Health Canada’s new Food Guide. It also provides an overview of Ottawa Public 

Health’s (OPH) future work to increase Ottawa residents’ awareness of the new food 

guide and work to support healthy food environments, as recommended in the Food 

Guide. 



BACKGROUND 

In 2016, Health Canada outlined a ‘Vision for a Healthy Canada’, which includes actions 

to help people achieve and maintain good physical and mental health. A key element of 

this vision is Health Canada’s multi-year Healthy Eating Strategy, which includes 

initiatives on the following topics:  

• Improving healthy eating information, including revising Canada’s Food Guide; 

• Protecting vulnerable populations, including restricting the commercial 

marketing of unhealthy foods and beverages to children; 

• Strengthening labelling and health claims, including changes to the nutrition 

facts table, list of ingredient requirements, and consulting on front-of-package 

labelling for sugars, sodium and saturated fat;  

• Improving nutrition quality standards, including reducing sodium in 

prepackaged and restaurant foods and consulting on eliminating the use of 

industrially produced trans fat in foods; and 

• Supporting increased access to and availability of nutritious foods through the 

Nutrition North Canada program.  

Between 2016 and 2018, Health Canada created a number of opportunities to provide 

input into shaping the future of public health nutrition policies at the federal level. In this 

regard, three open consultations were completed on: (1) the revision of Canada’s food 

guide, (2) front-of-pack nutrition labelling, and (3) banning partially hydrogenated oils in 

foods. As these initiatives aligned with OPH’s Strategic Direction (2014-2018) to Inspire 

and Support Healthy Eating and Active Living, OPH engaged in these consultation 

processes. Specifically, OPH participated in Health Canada’s consultation regarding the 

revision of Canada’s Food Guide. This was shared with the Board on January 4th, 2017 

through a memo entitled “Federal Government Proposed Healthy Eating Strategy”, which 

was listed on the February 13, 2017 Board Agenda as Information Previously Distributed 

(IPD). The following overarching principles guided OPH’s input into Health Canada’s 

Healthy Eating Strategy:  

• Creating Supportive Environments: Policies are required to create supportive 

environments that enable people to make healthy choices. Policies focused on 

improving the food environments can help improve Canadian eating habits as 

there is a consensus that nutrition education alone is not enough to change 

http://www.healthycanadians.gc.ca/healthy-canada-vision-canada-en-sante/index-eng.php
http://www.healthycanadians.gc.ca/healthy-canada-vision-canada-en-sante/healthy-eating-strategy-strategie-pour-saine-alimentation-eng.php
http://app05.ottawa.ca/sirepub/mtgviewer.aspx?meetid=7084&doctype=agenda&itemid=360084


behaviouri. This includes regulations pertaining to marketing to children, stronger 

regulations to eliminate trans fats and to reduce salt in processed foods. 

• Supporting Informed Food Choices: Nutrition information must be clear and 

easily accessible in order for people to make informed food choices for themselves 

and their families. This includes front of package and clearer labelling on added 

sugars. 

• Strengthening Food Industry Regulations: This includes regulations that 

support Canadians to eat healthy, such as banning the use of trans fats, 

decreasing elevated sodium levels in food supply, and protecting vulnerable 

populations by prohibiting marketing to children. 

As noted in the memo, shared with the Board in January 2017, OPH recommended that 

Canada’s new Food Guide include:   

• Greater emphasis on a total diet approach, shifting from a nutrient-based to a 

whole food-based approach; 

• Encourage the selection of “minimally processed foods” and less “ultra-processed 

foods”; 

• Focus on aspects of healthy eating beyond types and amounts of foods, including 

habits like building food skills and eating together as a family; 

• Shift from meat as a primary source of protein to include more plant-based 

sources; 

• Limits on industry involvement in setting dietary guidelines. 

Diet is an important risk factor contributing to death and disability ii. The burden of chronic 

disease is likely to continue increasing if our current diets and dietary habits do not 

changeiii. In Canada, fruit and vegetable intake remains consistently lowiv, despite the 

demonstrated health benefits of plant-based dietsv. Locally, in 2015-2016, more than half 

of Ottawa residents aged 12 years and older did not meet the previous food guide’s 

recommendations of consuming five or more servings of vegetables and fruits per day,vi 

which decreases the likelihood of being overweight or obesevii. Furthermore, dietary 

patterns have shifted towards highly processed foods,viii which contribute to a higher 

intake of sodium, free sugars, and saturated fatsix. In Ottawa, 48% of adults eat at 

restaurants, order takeout, eat fast food, or pick up ready-to eat foods 3 to 7 times or 

more per weekx. Also, 27% of adults reported drinking sugar-sweetened beverages 



dailyxi. A higher consumption of processed foods has contributed to the increased rates 

of obesity worldwide,xii,xiii which is a risk factor for cardiovascular diseases, hypertension, 

type 2 diabetes and some cancersxiv.  

Our food environment plays an important role in our diets and health. Marketing of 

unhealthy food and beverages to kids influences Canadians’ dietary choices, affecting 

children’s food preferences, purchase requests and consumption patternsxv. In Ottawa, 9 

in 10 residents (18 years or older) agree that children and youth are targeted by marketing 

and this affects their food choicesxvi. Dietary habits such as eating together can also 

impact dietary intake. Research worldwide has shown that “Family meals” are associated 

with increased intake of vegetables, fruit, calcium-rich foods and decreased intake of soft 

drinks. They are also associated with lower risk of being overweight and have some 

protective effects against eating disordersxvii. Finally, in 2015/16, 86% of Ottawa residents 

reported being aware of Canada’s Food Guidexviii, highlighting the potential beneficial 

implications of this tool in shifting dietary risk factors in Ottawa.  

UPDATE 

On January 22, 2019, Health Canada released the revised Canada’s Food Guide. The 

new Food Guide is based on Health Canada’s review of evidence, scientific reports and 

studies from world-leading organizations and data gathered through public consultation. 

The new food guide aligns with all of OPH’s recommendations provided through the 

consultation period.  

The new guide encourages Canadians to eat a variety of healthy foods every day.  

Specifically, the new Canada’s food guide encourages Canadians to: 

• Make it a habit to eat a variety of healthy foods each day. Eat plenty of vegetables 

and fruits, whole grain and protein foods. Choose protein foods that come from 

plants more often and make water your drink of choice. 

• Use food labels. Limit foods high in sugar, sodium or saturated fat.  

• Be aware that food marketing can influence your choices. 

• Be mindful of eating habits. Healthy eating is more than the foods we eat. It is also 

about where, when, why and how we eat. Cook more often. Enjoy food. Eat meals 

with others. 



• Limit highly processed foods. If choosing these foods, eat them less often and in 

small amounts. 

• Focus on quality versus quantity of food and focus on the proportions of the foods 

rather than a set number of food items.  

The recommendations put forward in Canada’s New Food Guide align with OPH’s current 

programming, these include: 

• I Love to Cook and Play:  A program that aims to increase children and youth’s 

food skills and physical literacy through building capacity of children and youth 

leaders to deliver such programming. This program is provided to children and 

youth in school settings and afterschool programs. 

• Healthy Eating Active Living (HEAL) guidelines: Building staff capacity to 

implement evidence-based nutrition and physical activity guidelines and 

resources in childcare centres, afterschool programs, shelters and retirement 

homes.  

• Marketing of Unhealthy Food and Beverages to Children and Youth (M2CY): 

OPH’s work with partners to increase awareness and explore policy options to 

limit impacts of marketing to children and youth. 

• Good Food Corner stores: OPH’s work with local corner stores to increase access 

to healthy and fresh foods in corner stores. 

NEXT STEPS 

To support Ottawa residents to eat healthy, OPH will work with partners to increase 

awareness of the Food Guide, along with incorporating the recommendations into OPH 

programming. Next steps include: 

• Disseminating the new Canada’s Food Guide to the public and community partners 

through education sessions and interactive social media activities. 

• Reviewing current programs and resources and adapting them to align with the 

new Canada’s Food Guide recommendations. Such programs include: HEAL 

guidelines in childcare centres, afterschool programs, shelters, and retirement 

homes and the I love to Cook and Play program. 

• Continuing work on M2CY activities, supporting federal policy, increasing 

awareness municipally and exploring policy options to reduce the impacts of 



marketing of unhealthy foods and beverages to children in Ottawa.  

• Continuing to monitor progress on Health Canada’s Healthy Eating Strategy 

initiatives.  

Dr./ Dre Vera Etches 

Medical Officer of Health/ Médecin chef en santé publique 

Ottawa Public Health/ Santé publique Ottawa 
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