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Toilet paper shelves are nearly empty at an Edmonton grocery store in the Terwillegar area on March 3, 2020. SHAUGHN BUTTS / SunMedia
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As a result of the declaration of the coronavirus as a pandemic, we have seen all three levels of government across Canada bring forward bans on large mass gatherings, the closing of schools, restaurants, bars and other facilities. All of these measures and others have significant economic impact and cause disruption in the lives of Canadians. This emergency has forced governments and individuals to make difficult choices.
One choice we do not have, is to choose not to eat. In the context of the coronavirus pandemic, this is perhaps the best explanation as to why we have seen recent panic buying in grocery stores and what, by any measurement, has to amount to stockpiling and hoarding in many cases.
Grocers operate on very tight margins — usually around one to 1.5 per cent — so they keep a vigilant eye on inventory and are also mindful of the growing challenge to reduce food waste in Canada. Naturally then, when panic buying erupts on the extremely competitive landscape on which independent grocers compete, then yes, we will see empty shelves.
But there is simply no reason for panic buying in Canada. Grocery stores are staying open. Our food supply chain is robust, safe and secure. Suppliers have assured retailers that enough food is being produced and there are no shortages of essential products such as, yes, toilet paper! Even with the recent closing of the Canada-U.S. border to non-essential travel, the supply chains that exist between our two countries are exempt from this measure.
Bear in mind too that in some categories, Canada is a net food exporter. We are, for example, a major producer of grains, beef, chicken and dairy products.
Seeing empty shelves does not mean there are shortages. The bare shelves are temporary and simply reflect panic buying, as people stock up on products that, in some cases, should carry them well into next year.
There are about 6,900 independent grocers across the country and they can be found in almost every community in Canada. They buy local, hire local, support local initiatives and live in the communities they serve. These family-owned and operated businesses are a critical fabric that makes up the diverse tapestry of communities across our great country.
Yes, these are uncharted waters for all of us — the public, media, businesses and government. But by working together and trusting in each other during a time of crisis, which is what Canadians have historically always done, we can navigate ourselves successfully to safer shores.
At this time, we have been encouraged that within Canada’s food industry, we have witnessed retailers, producers, wholesalers, suppliers and distributors — and all their employees — working together to meet and overcome the issues triggered by the coronavirus pandemic.
An independent grocer and their community have a symbiotic relationship, built on trust and a shared belief in the future of their community. Now is not the time to panic, but to trust in the pillars that have made the Canadian food industry so strong and one that is envied around the world.
Continue to shop with the same degree of frequency and quantity. Retail grocery is for all intents and purposes, an essential service right now. Independent grocers will be in the forefront of that service.
Together, we will get through this.
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