
Small Numbers, Big Impacts 

Captain Meares Elementary Secondary School 
(CMESS) in Tahsis is one of BC’s smallest 
schools with 34 students from kindergarten 
through grade 12. But with hands-on volunteers, 
a supportive community and dedicated staff, this 
Farm to School program is a true example of small 
numbers making a big impact. 

Secrets of Success 
As with many rural Farm to School BC program 
sites, many hands make for light work. From knife-
sharpening to grocery runs the whole community 
chips in to help. Karli Yanchus, the local program 
coordinator, focuses on creating fabulous meals 
and positive experiences for the students. 

“Our volunteers are privileged to be part of 
the team supporting our students' health and 
education,” says Yanchus whose three children 
attend the school. “Food security is an issue in 
rural villages, and we do our part to help kids 
understand the importance of not just preparing 
healthy local foods, but also the importance of 
reaching out to friends and neighbours, trying new 

things, and enjoying eachothers' company over a 
shared meal.”

This Farm to School program has overcome 
challenges to reach their success; located on north 
western Vancouver Island with only 300 residents, 
the remote community faces geographic issues- 
the nearest grocery stores are a three hour drive 
away. Declining school enrollment means that the 
program can’t expand without more school age 
children moving to the community. But they are 
making it work. 

Roots of Change
A Farm to School BC funding grant in 2011 initiated 

by local chef Silivie Keen paved the way for the 
necessary infrastructure -- a commercial grade 
dishwasher, and high quality pots and pans – to 
form the base for other school and community-
based programs as well. Today CMESS offers 
free breakfast, funded by Breakfast Clubs of 
Canada, for all staff and students. The Farm to 
School program is thriving with a weekly lunch 
offering for an average of 26 enthusiastic diners. 
Supplemented by local financial and grocery 
donations, the lunches are $4 for students, $5 
for adults and any visiting preschoolers eat free. 
There is also the proviso that you get one meal 
free if you order eight weeks in advance. 

Community Helpers
Tahsis community volunteers, including seniors, 
play an important role in the Farm to School 
program. The kitchen and dining space at the 
school are used for community get-togethers so 
everyone pitches in to help with the lunch program 
- they rotate dish washing with onion chopping 
or whatever needs to be done. All of the effort 
demonstrates to the students the significance of 
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“The Farm to School lunch program 
has been a huge success here at 
CMESS and Farm to School days 

are an important part of our school 
culture."



supporting communities and making the most of 
what you have. Food waste, a huge global issue, 
is tackled in this remote village by freezing and 
reusing: excess smoothies become a cool popsicle 
in June, leftover veggies from a class party make 
their way into the stock pot, and cream of broccoli 
soup gets repurposed for the next day’s breakfast 
frittata. Nothing is wasted and no one is left out.

“The Farm to School lunch program is an important 
part of our school culture,” says Glyn Howell, 
Principal. “It’s a great way for community members 
to come into the school and mix with the students. 
In addition to our regular volunteers, our RCMP 
School Liaison Officer comes by almost every 
week to help serve lunch. We also have special 
days when groups come in to volunteer: the Village 
Council, Volunteer Firefighters’ Association and BC 

Ambulance crew have all come in to help.”

Fundraising Support – The CMESS Cookbook
Fundraising is a key hurdle as most Tahsis residents 
are already very supportive of all of the school’s 
activities, and many households are retirees on 
fixed incomes.  

In order to raise funds CMESS put together a 
collection of their wonderful recipes into a cookbook 
as a fundraiser. Soups, salads and other delicious 
options have been integrated into a $15 book that 
can be mailed for $6 anywhere in Canada. These 
recipes, developed by celebrated chef Silvie Keen 
are great for kids and ideally suited for the Farm to 
School programs. Please call (250) 934-6305 to 
purchase one.

Hands-on Learning & Traditional Foods 
CMESS has a garden plot at the local Community 
Garden and this year they have two local experts 
guiding their planting endeavours. Foraging for local 
blackberries, salmon berries and huckleberries also 
plays a critical role in their cuisine. Frequent salmon 
donations enhances their local and traditional food 
offerings: recently a donation of Chinook Salmon was 
candied and smoked for preservation. 

CMESS has grand plans for next year including 
increasing the amount of locally foraged and sourced 
produce and meat into their meals and ensuring that 
everyone remains involved in the program while 
contributing to the social connectedness of the 
school and community. 


