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… they just don’t come up 
to the mark, at least in this 
one important way.

Even Winnipeg, Saskatoon and 
Edmonton fall short, partly because 
you feel too comfortable in them. 
Nor does even Calgary make the 
list, although that’s OK because 
Ottawa doesn’t get on it either.

Canadians have built three of the 
world’s great cities. Vancouver, 
Toronto and Montreal are 
different from anywhere else in 
the country, even if the rest of 
the country is racing to become 
more and more like them.

So take a week this summer and 
visit one of these three. Choose 
one that you’ve never spent time 
in before. Or, if you’ve been in all 
three, choose the one that makes 
you the most uncomfortable. 

Take the family too, especially if 
they’re also uncomfortable. They 
should appreciate why other 
kids are so addicted to city life.

And spend the entire week 
there, not just a few days. Be 
there long enough so you have 
to get off the tourist track.

I admit I first wrote a version of this 
editorial five years ago, and farmers 
since then have become much 
better travelled, and much more 
sophisticated, not only in the way 
they run their businesses but also 
in they way they live their lives.

But it still makes sense to talk 
to your family today and set a 
date to visit a super Canadian 
city. In the first place, you’ll have 
a great vacation, which is a 
good thing. You’ve earned it.

Plus, if you’re like most rural 
Canadians, you’ll begin 

finding that most of our 
preconceptions about big cities 
are actually misconceptions.

So, do go to the great food 
markets. But don’t stop there.

Instead, look at the city with 
your business eyes. You’ll be 
amazed at the entrepreneurial 
energy. Ride the subways. Sit 
in the street-side cafes. The 
city is crammed with people 
on a mission to make a deal.

Our great cities aren’t made 
up of people who are cogs in 
someone else’s machines. They’re 
hustling for themselves, just as 
you hustle for yourself too.

And sometimes, just look at the 
city as a place where millions of 
people cluster because life is so 
good. Check out the opportunties 
to see and hear new and amazing 
things, the chance to follow any 
whim, or pursue any dream.

And while you’re at it, do some 
serious wondering. Your home 
town today is a lot more like 
Toronto 25 years ago than anyone 
would have thought. Don’t 
believe it? Check what’s for sale 
in your local grocery store.

So, what’s coming your way next?

The disconnect between farm 
and city can be at least as 
much the fault of the farm as it 
is of the city. If consumers take 
farmers for granted, it can be 
at least as true that farmers 
take cities for granted too. 

So take the trip this summer. 
Maybe I’ll meet you there (I’ve got 
GoogleMaps open as I write).  
And when you get home, let me 
know if we’ve got it right. I’m at  
tom.button@fbcpublishing.com.

‘Big’ plans for
summer in the city

EDITOR’S NOTE

Swift Current is still a fine place. Brandon is too, 
and so are London, Kingston, Lethbridge and 
Prince Albert, along with an atlas full of other 
small cities across Canada. But…
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Decisions are made in the field at  
Western Canada’s only outdoor farm expo!

Join us at the second annual Ag in Motion on July 19 - 21, 2016.
It’s a unique opportunity to get up close and personal with today’s agricultural 
technology. Experience live demonstrations of field equipment, crops, livestock 
and services all together on 320 acres near Saskatoon.
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™

™ Denotes a trade-mark of Canada’s Outdoor Shows Limited Partnership.

SEE Technology TOUCH Innovation BE Empowered

 SEE Technology
 TOUCH Innovation
 BE Empowered

BUY YOUR TICKETS NOW!

Save Over 40%

Visit aginmotion.ca or call toll free 1-800-665-1362



I
n late March, John Deere announced it had taken 
ownership of yet another speciality equipment 
manufacturer. It’s becoming a familiar story for the 
U.S.-based manufacturer.

This latest acquisition of Hagie Manufacturing, a 
U.S. specialty manufacturer of high-clearance sprayers, 
is one of a couple of purchases that Deere has recently 
announced.

Deere describes the Hagie purchase as a “joint ven-
ture,” but it has acquired majority ownership of Hagie. 

A press announcement says Hagie will continue 
producing sprayers in its current Clarion, Iowa loca-
tion, however, and for the time being, equipment made 
through the joint venture will continue to carry the 

Hagie brand name. Even so, sales and service for Hagie 
equipment will slowly be integrated into Deere’s global 
distribution channel over the next 15 months.

“Hagie Manufacturing is known for innovation and 
its strong customer understanding in high-clearance 
spraying equipment,” said John May, president, agricul-
tural solutions and chief information officer at Deere in 
that press release. “High-clearance spraying equipment 
is a new market for Deere. The expertise at Hagie allows 
John Deere to immediately serve customers who need 
precision solutions that extend their window for apply-
ing nutrients.”

Alan Hagie, CEO at Hagie Manufacturing, also 
commented in the release, saying, “We have great 
products at Hagie that help producers be more profit-
able, but we need a business model that helps us reach 
more customers. This partnership with Deere allows 
our solutions to reach customers on a global scale and 
ensure they are supported with the world-class Deere 
dealer organization.”

Although Deere already produces its own in-house 
line of high-clearance machines, May said the joint ven-
ture investment allows John Deere to provide a broader 
range of sprayer options and to integrate Deere’s preci-
sion technology into the Hagie equipment.

The big green brand is purchasing specialty 
manufacturers while “balancing” its workforce

machinery

By Scott Garvey  /  CG Machinery Editor
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Deere goes shopping

Hagie 

Manufacturing has 

built a quality 

reputation in high-

clearance sprayers. 
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The Hagie acquisition is the sec-
ond shortline company the green 
brand has absorbed since the start 
of 2016. In early February, Deere 
announced it had finalized the 
purchase of planter manufacturer 
Monosem, which is headquartered 
in Europe but has had a strong mar-
ket presence in North America for 
several years.

At the beginning of November, 
Deere announced it intended to 
make the Monosem purchase. And 
one day later it revealed it had made 
yet another purchase to improve its 
precision planting portfolio. 

A press release announced Deere 
and Monsanto “…have signed 
definitive agreements for Deere to 
acquire the Precision Planting LLC 
equipment business and to enable 
exclusive near real-time data con-
nectivity between certain John 
Deere farm equipment and the 
Climate FieldView platform. The 
agreements represent the industry’s 
first and only near real-time in-cab 
wireless connection to John Deere 
equipment by a third party.”

Deere’s May commented that 
this purchase will “…allow John 
Deere to extend the range of retro-
fit options available from Precision 
Planting to many more products 
and into new geographies.”

The company has also signed 
other joint ventures in recent 
months that haven’t involved the 
outright acquisition of another 

firm. For example, last August it 
announced its dealers would now 
retail Soucy Track products, and 
that track modules from that Que-
bec-based firm could now be fitted 
onto Deere’s 1770NT and 1775NT 
planters as a dealer-installed option.

The company has also released 
its own new or updated green prod-
ucts as well, such as the new 500D 
Series Draper platform headers for 
swathers and new commercial and 
construction equipment, including 
two new Gator models. 

All of this activity comes amid 

workforce adjustments the brand 
has made to calibrate plant outputs 
to the lower sales volumes that are 
a new reality in the ag machinery 
industry. In November, 220 workers 
received layoff notices at the Moline 
Seeding and Cylinder plant. In Feb-
ruary 100 workers at the Davenport 
and Dubuque facilities were given 
their pink slips.

Deere said the layoffs “reflect the 
company’s ongoing efforts to bal-
ance the size of its manufacturing 
workforce with market demand for 
products.”  CG

Caouette & Sons 
Implements Ltd

St. Paul, AB
780-645-4514

Innotag Distributions Inc. 
(Western Division)

Wawanesa, MB
204-596-8161

    Talk with us today.

www.agleader.com
BE INCOMMAND
Introducing the NEW InCommand™ Displays and AgFiniti® Mobile App.

Tablet-like Touchscreen Innovative Dual Map View Row by Row Mapping On-The-Go Data Management

See it all at 
AgLeader.com/InCommand

Deere also recently acquired precision planter manufacturer Monosem. 
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W
hew! After months of advertising, 
searching and interviewing, you’ve 
finally found and hired someone to 
help on your farm. As processes go, this 

one has been stressful, time-consuming, and more than 
a little frustrating.

Nor is that surprising. The Canadian Agricultural 
Human Resource Council found in 2014 that our farms 
have a job vacancy rate of seven per cent, leading to an 
estimated $1.5 billion in lost annual cash receipts for 
Canadian farmers.

But in this case, your new employee arrives on their 
first day actually on time. You breathe a sigh of relief, 
assign them a job and promptly go about your business.

Wait! Before you close the door to your office to catch 
up on paperwork or make the calls that you’ve been 
putting off, it’s time for what human resources folks call 
“onboarding.” 

According to the Society for Human Resource Man-
agement, onboarding is the process that helps new hires 
get quickly and smoothly adjusted to the social and per-
formance aspects of their jobs, and helps them learn the 
attitudes, knowledge, skills and behaviours required to 
function effectively within an organization.

It turns out that if you do more than just the tradi-
tional job training during the first week, your employees 
will stay longer and generally be happier.

This introductory period is a perfect time to connect 
and engage the new person, as well as train and inform 
them, because a longer and more in-depth and struc-
tured orientation process will help new employees learn 
about their role and the farm’s culture and values.

“Research shows that fully half of new hires decide 
they will leave the company, business, or organization in 
the first week on the job,” says Bob Milligan, professor 

emeritus of applied economics and management at Cor-
nell University, and currently a farm human resources 
consultant based out of Minnesota. “Not all leave imme-
diately, and a few probably change their minds and 
stay, but most leave eventually without ever becoming 
engaged employees.”

So what exactly does a manager have to do to get a 
new employee onboard. It’s more than teaching the skills 
required to do the job and filling out paperwork. It’s 
about making them feel welcome and giving them a plan 
of what their new job is going to look like.

Onboarding should continue until the employee is 
acclimatized to your vision, core values, and farm culture, 
and they are fully performing the job. So be prepared for 
it to take time. In fact, human resources experts says the 
first three months at a new job strongly affect an employ-
ee’s decision to stay longer.

According to Milligan, there are three parts of 
onboarding — orientation, engagement and training. 
Usually we do it in the opposite order and start with 
training. 

Here are some ideas to help you get your new 
employees onboard.

Orientation
Try imagining driving up to your farm for the first time, 
as if you’ve never been there. Where do you park? When 
is start time? What and who are important to what 
jobs? Where’s the bathroom? The lunchroom? What do 
people wear here? When is the lunch hour? When are the 
breaks?

Answering these very obvious questions can be key to 
someone adjusting quickly to a new job. However, when 
you are so close to a workplace (maybe even raised on it) 
it’s easy to forget these things.

For example, don’t forget to share key phone num-
bers. And if you have a cellphone use policy, now is the 
time to explain it. As well, think ahead and outline the 
seasonal expectations and how payroll works. Tell them 
how to let you know when something happens and they 
can’t make it to work or will be late. 

Write down an orientation checklist, thinking about 
all the things a new person would need to know to feel 
comfortable. A good approach, Milligan suggests, is to ask 
the most recent employee you’ve hired to help develop the 
checklist and add to it over time. The information the new 
employee requires in orientation may be so second nature 
to you, he says, you may overlook important questions.

Getting onboard
The most valuable time you spend with any employee  
may be their first few hours on the job

BUSINESS

By Maggie Van Camp  /  CG Senior Editor
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Research shows that 
fully half of new 

hires decide they will leave 
the company, business or 
organization in the first 
week on the job.”

Prof. Bob Milligan, Cornell University
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www.canadianfga.ca 
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Producing environmental and economic  
opportunities on Canada’s grasslands

Canadian forage and grassland managers 
provide significant environmental and  
economic benefit for Canadians coast to coast.  

Using Manitoba’s productive forage and 
grassland scene as the backdrop, the 2016 
CFGA conference will highlight how the  
Canadian forage sector is supporting  
sustainable growth and development 
throughout the Canadian agriculture industry.

Topics for discussion include:

v Economics of forage production

v Environmental benefits  of grass on the landscape

v Export industry development

v The role of cover crops in annual production systems

v Soil nutrient management and conservation

Training
Gone are the days when you could 
simply show a new employee where 
the tractor was parked, and then 
point to the field that needs work 
and let them go at it. Today when 
an employee may be taking on both 
high-skilled and low-skilled jobs, as 
well as some jobs that are complex 
and some that are repetitive, plus jobs 
sometimes where dangerous machin-
ery is involved, training is essential. 

As well as making it a safer work 
environment, good training can 
increase consistency and produc-
tivity, and it can reduce employee 
turnover. “Explain why tasks are per-
formed the way they are,” Milligan 
recommends. “This explanation will 
enhance the new employee’s comfort 
level, confidence, and engagement in 
the tasks and the farm.”

Also know your provincial regu-
lations. As of July 2014, for instance, 
workplaces covered under Ontario’s 
Occupational Health and Safety Act 
include all farms with paid employ-
ees. They must complete basic health 
and safety awareness training.  

The Canadian Agricultural 
Human Resource Council’s human 
resources tool kit (www.cahrc-

ccrha.ca) has modules to develop 
on-the-job training for workers 
in lower-skilled positions, a safety 
training program for your workers, 

and records to track training and 
procedures. Documenting train-
ing can potentially resolve legal 
or insurance issues resulting from 
workplace injury or illness.

Also, keep in mind that train-
ing should be longer than one 
session or one day. Don’t simply 
forget about new employees. And 
whatever you do, do not forget that 
they’re new, even if they seem very 
competent. Managers should regu-
larly check in on new employees, 
especially in their first months.

Engagement
Engagement can begin on day 
one. “The most productive, easiest 
to supervise, and longest tenured 
employees are those who are pas-
sionate about the farm’s success,” 
says Milligan.

Frequently discuss and use the 
farm’s vision and core values, start-
ing during the recruitment process. 
This can include sharing the his-
tory of your farm and the people 
who founded it. In addition, explain 
your hopes for the future and how 
you plan to make those dreams 
happen.

“Let your passion for the farm 
show through,” says Milligan.

The first week is also not too 
early to talk about opportunities 
for career paths at your farm. By 

connecting early with possibilities, 
you’ll stimulate goal setting and 
engagement. Beside new employees 
are likely to be thinking about their 
futures.

For many, as well, being con-
nected to the people at their work-
place can be as important as the 
work itself, so managers need to 
build strong relationships with their 
entire workforce. Having friends 
at work is usually correlated with 
engagement and long-term service.

During the orientation of the 
first week, also take time to intro-
duce your new employee to every-
one they will be working with, 
maybe using your knowledge of the 
new employee to suggest common 
interests. Also, share the traditions 
and events important to the farm’s 
people and the community’s cul-
ture, says Milligan.

This social need goes beyond the 
first day, so it’s important to check 
in to make sure the new employee is 
being assimilated into the workforce.

To make sure this happens, Mil-
ligan suggests explaining to new 
employees on their first day that 
you’ll meet with them weekly at a 
set time to discuss their onboarding 
process.

And never forget these two sim-
ple questions: What’s going great? 
What could be better?  CG



hr By Pierrette Desrosiers  /  Psychologist and Coach

R
esearchers recently surveyed 2,000 Canadians 
and also studied the brain activity of 112 
individuals using electroencephalograms. 
What they found is quite intriguing.

Canadians’ average attention span was 8.25 seconds 
in these studies in 2015.

In 2000, it had been 12 seconds.
The average attention span of a goldfish is… nine 

seconds.
How did this happen? According to a Microsoft study, 

our smartphones are responsible.  
But before we get into causes, is it actually a problem 

if we are not able to hold a coherent thought for more 
than eight seconds?

In fact, the consequences are significant for everyone, 
including students, workers, parents and leaders. But let’s 
focus on the consequences for leaders. A leader’s tasks, 
to name a few, include problem solving, making deci-
sions, innovating, managing, planning, organizing, and 
prioritizing.

For these, we need what we call working mem-
ory. Working memory is the ability to keep several 
relevant pieces of information in mind at once. It 
involves staying focused on critical information in 
order to reach your goals.

For example, if you are evaluating a business deci-
sion, you need to focus on all that is relevant, including 
timeframes, production costs, information about your 
other options, and your risks.

If you are distracted by emails, texts or Facebook 
posts, you increase your risk of making mistakes, finish-
ing too late, or forgetting about the proposal altogether.

Working memory — the ability to stay focused — is 
one of the most important keys to good performance in 
many jobs (and for students). Think about a child who 
wants to do his homework while watching TV, checking 
Facebook, listening to music, and texting his friends. He 
tries to say, “It’s no problem, Mom, I swear! I’m multi-
tasking.”

But you know better. The ability to maintain your 
focus is one of the most distinguishing character traits of 
successful people.

Surveys show that 77 per cent of people aged 18 to 
24 are continually reaching for their smartphones, com-
pared to 10 per cent of individuals who are 65 years old 
and up. Children and young adults are losing the ability 
to not be occupied. Their brains are addicted to novelty 
and excitement.

The typical manager is interrupted every eight min-
utes. A full 28 per cent of their time is occupied by 
unnecessary interruptions from which they need to get 
back on track.

How can we be productive and calm at the end of 
the day? We face what some experts call “an epidemic of 
overwhelm.”

Our brains have not evolved to deal with constant 
stimuli. And a lot of the information that interrupts our 
day is either unimportant or not aligned with our goals, 
mission and values.

You know that feeling you have when two people 
are trying to speak over each other at the dinner table? 
It’s impossible to follow the conversation, and we get 
overwhelmed. We do this to ourselves with technology. 
We try to have many conversations at once, and we think 
we’re good at it.

We don’t realize what we miss or the damage we 
cause to the real person in front of us. We don’t recog-
nize our brain’s craving for silence and rest.

We’re losing our ability to pay attention and make 
good decisions, and so we revert to the level of a goldfish.

We think we do more in this age of instant informa-
tion, but the quantity and quality of our work actually 
suffers. We lose on every metric: health, productivity and 
relationships.

Of course, in 2016 it’s impossible to avoid all these 
distractions. However, we need to invest energy in devel-
oping new habits in order to create time and space that 
allow for deeper thinking. How do we accomplish this?

Know your biological rhythm for different tasks. 
Some people are better at deep thinking in the morning, 
others at night.

Maintain time every day where you turn off your 
technology, including your computer and smartphone.

Provide autonomy to your employees.
Allocate time where you don’t work hard. Problems 

of any complexity require the unconscious brain.
Consciously choose your distractions; don’t let dis-

tractions choose you. 
If  you’re struggling to implement any of  the 

A goldfish is sharper than you 
(thanks to smartphones)
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We think we do more in this age of 
instant information, but the quantity 
and quality of our work actually 
suffers. We lose on every metric: 
health, productivity and relationships
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above steps, consider adopting 
these seven “time activities” for 
a healthier brain (adapted from 
David Rock).
1. Sleep time: Refresh the mind 
and body; 95 per cent of us need 
an average of seven to eight hours 
of sleep.
2. Make time for play: Your 
brain likes to play — so play with 
your child when you’re at home, 
and try to have fun at work. When 
you play, you work for your brain. 
3. Practise downtime: Discon-
nect for integration and insight. 
Close your cellphone while you 
have to focus. Set aside a full day a 
week without your cell.
4. Take time for reflection, 

attunement and mindful-

ness: Smell the roses, listen to the 
birds, and breathe deeply.  

5. Connect time and the heal-

ing power of relationships: 

Your brain needs love. It becomes 
distracted and disorganized when 
it’s investing its energy in hating 
someone. 
6. Get physical: Improve your 
brain’s plasticity through exercise. 
Train your muscles; train your 
neurons.  
7. Focus time attention man-

agement for performance: 

Close the door to your office when 
you need to engage in deep reflec-
tion. You can’t concentrate when you 
have too much noise around you. 
Isolate yourself from time to time. 

As a leader, if you want to be 
relevant, successful and happy, you 
must do better than average. It takes 
more than a fish brain to stand out 
in business and life.  CG

Pierrette Desrosiers, MPS, CRHA 
is a work psychologist, professional 
speaker, coach and author who 
specializes in the agricultural industry.  
She comes from a family of farmers and she 
and her husband have farmed for more 
than 25 years. Contact her at: 
pierrette@pierrettedesrosiers.com. 
www.pierrettedesrosiers.com

Search news. 
Read stories.  
Find insight.

Network SEARCH
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Whether you’ve got enough storage space this year after last year’s 
bumper crop or you need temporary solutions, try these four tips 

SAFER GRAIN STORAGE

BY ANDREA HILDERMAN

We were probably all 
expecting a tough har-
vest, despite hoping 
for the luxury of good 

weather and an open fall. Rain, frost 
and even snow in early September likely 
mean there will be an even greater need 
to ensure grain storage management 
strategies are well in hand. 

“Just because you are done com-
bining does not mean you are done 
managing the crop,” says Joy Agnew, 
an agricultural engineer and project 
manager of agricultural research 
services at the Prairie Agricultural 
Machinery Institute in Humboldt, 
Saskatchewan. “Grain requires regu-
lar monitoring while it is in storage 
to ensure it does not go out of condi-
tion — that is going to be the chal-
lenge from here on out.”

Considering the value of the inputs 
and the hours and months of time and 
effort put into producing the crop, this 
is good advice. But surprisingly, it is 
advice that is often not heeded as care-
fully as it should be.

1. BRING IT IN DRY

Grain going into storage should ideally 
be binned clean and dry. It’s debatable if 
that will be entirely possible this fall, and 
if not there should also be the means to 
either dry the grain or to aerate the bin 
throughout the storage period and a plan 
in place to monitor the grain in the bin on 
a regular basis.

“Temperature cables are very popular 
and cost effective to monitor the tem-
perature of the grain throughout the 
bin,” says Agnew. “The cables are put in 
place before the bin is filled and a read-
er hooked up on the outside provides a 
temperature profile of the grain in bin 
at any time.” This technology, like any 
other, is constantly advancing. Now 
there are wireless systems that will send 
email or text notifications when the 
temperature rises beyond pre-set limits.

For farmers harvesting damp or wet 
grain, there will be added work to 
ensure the grain does not degrade or 
spoil in storage. “Ideally grain should 
go into storage dry,” says Agnew. “If 
that is not possible, natural air dry-
ing with the right capacity fans, even 

under conditions of high humidity 
and low temperatures will draw off a 
lot of moisture. Any airflow through 
damp grain is beneficial.” Getting the 
grain cooled off is important to pre-
vent any further degradation in qual-
ity. Turning grain in the fall or winter 
can have beneficial outcomes when it 
comes to mixing and cooling. Avoid 
turning grain in the spring when tem-
peratures are on the rise. 

2.  KNOW YOUR 
DRYING CAPABILITY

“The next biggest misconception out 
there is the difference between aeration 
and natural air drying,” says Agnew. 
“Drying and cooling are very different 
and it’s critical farmers know this as 
there is a lot at stake if they don’t.” 

Aeration is cooling only and is a valu-
able part of grain storage management. 
Natural air drying, on the other hand, 
will actually remove moisture from the 
grain but requires much higher airflows 
than aeration fans can typically provide. 
High capacity fans are required to dry 
grain in the bin. Aeration requires about 

0.1 cubic feet per minute (cfm) of airflow 
per bushel. A 5,000 bushel bin would 
require about 500 cfm from fans to cool 
the grain.

Natural air drying requires at least 10 
times that amount of air to dry grain in 
storage — one cfm per bushel of grain 
or 5,000 cfm for a 5,000 bushel bin. 
Aeration fans could never achieve those 
air flow rates. Moisture removal would 
be minimal and grain would spoil.

3.  KNOW THE LIMITATIONS 
OF BAG STORAGE

Because of winter logistics problems 
and the 2013 bumper harvest, many 
farmers may need temporary storage for 
their 2014 production. “Grain storage 
bags are quite popular with farmers in 
recent years,” says Agnew. “Bags offer 
a convenient storage option, however, 
they also require diligent management 
to ensure the grain is maintained in 
good condition over the storage period.” 

Bags are prone to damage by wildlife 
so weekly monitoring is recommended 

» CONTINUED ON PAGE 4
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BY JENNIFER BLAIR
AF STAFF

S trong prices are signalling 
that it’s time to start retain-
ing heifers and build the 

herd — but rising capital costs 
could cause some producers to 
hold off. 

“There’s lots of opportunities, 
but it’s costly,” said Rick Dehod, 
farm financial specialist with 
Alberta Agriculture and Rural 
Development.

A decade of pain and low prices 
means many producers have 
other priorities than expanding 
at the moment, he said.

“A lot of those ladies and 
gentlemen for the last 13 years 
have kept their cost of produc-
tion down, and they’ve really 
managed their farms well and 
survived,” he said. “But they’re 
behind on some of their working 
capital and some of the things 
that need to be done.

“I’m sure they’re going to take 
their profit and meet some per-
sonal goals and some farm goals 
prior to keeping those cows back.”

That’s the plan on Jake Meyer’s 
farm south of Lethbridge.

High costs 
slowing 
cattle herd 
expansion
Canada’s beef cattle 
industry is poised for 
expansion, but will 
high capital costs cause 
delays? 

SEE HIGH COSTS  page 7

BY JENNIFER BLAIR
AF STAFF

A nd that’s still what keeps ’em coming 
back for Alberta’s two biggest farm 
shows.

“For agricultural folk, whenever they 
gather, networking is a major component 
of what they do,” said Dave Fiddler, show 
manager for Farmfair International.  

The Edmonton event has grown from 
humble beginnings 41 years ago into one 
of Western Canada’s largest — and lon-

gest running — farm shows. With nearly 
300 exhibitors and 90,000 visitors over the 
week-long show, Farmfair attracts farmers 
from across the country who come to talk 
shop about beef.

“It’s where the beef industry comes to 
meet,” said Fiddler. “It’s the largest beef 
event in Alberta, and that is the major 
draw.”

Over the years, Farmfair has added equine 
events and sales, entertainment, and com-
petitions to appeal to a broader audience 

Big shows offer a 
chance to reconnect
Every year, Alberta’s farm shows attract hundreds of thousands of visitors — 
and socializing remains the major draw

The cattle on show are only one of the attractions at Farmfair International.  PHOTO: FARMFAIR

Before there were 
smartphones, Twitter 

and Facebook, farmers 
perfected the art of social 

networking the good old-
fashioned way — face to face 

at meetings, trade shows, 
and conferences during the 

busy winter season. SEE BIG SHOWS  page 6
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By Meghan Mast
Co-operator staFF 

Cattle far mers  should 
test their feed this year 
because wet weather has 

compromised the nutritional 
value in late-seeded cereal 
crops, and cold weather could 
make them potentially danger-
ous, a provincial forage special-
ist says. 

“We’re quite concerned about 
nitrates this year after the stress 
that the plants have been under 
all summer and then with the 
recent frost and the crops being 
late,” said Pam Iwanchysko, 
from MAFRD, during the year’s 
first StockTalk webinar on 
September 16.

Forage concerns 
after wet season
High nitrate levels in 
frost-stressed crops can 
be fatal for cattle

see FORAGE on page 7 »  

By Shannon VanRaes
Co-operator staFF

Call it too much of a good thing.
Wild rice needs plenty of 

water to grow, but heavy rains 
and high water coupled with cool 
temperatures has hit producers hard 
this season, particularly in north-
western Manitoba and northeastern 
Saskatchewan.

“There’s this little pocket that covers 
the majority of Canadian production 
and they had a terrible year. Some of 
the people I was inspecting, they were 
going to harvest nothing,” said Stuart 
McMillan, an independent organic 
inspector.

“It’s hard to imagine with an aquatic 
plant, but they got drowned out,” he 
said. “At some stages of growth it’s 
really sensitive to rapid fluctuations in 
water levels.”

Ideally, wild rice needs between 
three and five feet of water as a grow-
ing medium. 

“We’ve been calling it a perfect 
storm,” said Tracy Wheeler-Anderson, 
owner of Naosap Harvest in Cranberry 
Portage. “It’s just been a very, very odd 
year. The water table was high last fall, 
then we had an abnormal amount of 
snow and then we had an abnormal 
amount of rain, so come spring the 
water levels were way higher than 
what they normally are.”

Poor weather impacts  
wild rice operations
Wild rice has been harvested in northern Manitoba for thousands of years,  
but modern demands may outstrip supplies as the grain increases in popularity

Murray Ratuski of Shoal Lake Wild Rice Ltd. at the company’s processing facility in the Rural Munici-
pality of Springfield. photo: shannon Vanraes

see WILD RICE on page 6 »  
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C
anada’s beef industry seems like 
it’s built on a contradiction. It’s a 
sector living right on the edge of 
the future. Every aspect of pro-

duction is undergoing change. New tech-
nology is revolutionizing how herds are 
raised and managed, and new consumer 
preferences are raising the bar in their own 
way too, perhaps faster in beef than in any 
other sector. And there’s internal change as 
well. As business leaders, today’s cow-calf 
producers and feedlot owners are adopting 
amazingly sophisticated financial and HR 
management systems.

Yet this is also an industry that values its 
traditions, and where, in many circles, a per-
son’s word is as good as a contract.

Perhaps that sounds romanticized, or 
even a little nostalgic, but in this industry, 
the stereotypes ring true. If you want to see 
cowboys roping calves for an old-fashioned 
branding, you’ll have no trouble finding 
such a ranch in parts of Alberta or Saskatch-
ewan. Except, you can be quite sure that 
those calves will also be getting a plethora of 
vaccinations, an RFID tag, and perhaps even 
a long-acting painkiller.

Plus, this industry has become incredibly 
diverse. There are myriad ways to raise a calf, 
market it, and make money on it, and all of 
them are happening simultaneously.

So what are the challenges the sector 
faces? And what are people in the industry 

doing to not only survive these challenges, 
but to thrive in the face of them? Country 
Guide spoke to players throughout the indus-
try to find out.

Risks abound
On a blustery spring day at Round Rock 
Ranching, the McGrath family place south 
of Vermilion, Alta., Sean McGrath turned 
the tractor around to meet me when I pulled 
in the lane. Two farm dogs, trailing the trac-
tor, rushed along too, tails wagging.

As I said, there’s a lot that’s still traditional 
about beef. In fact, Round Rock Ranching is a 
fifth-generation family venture, and today it 
includes McGrath and his wife Tanya, plus his 
parents, Fred and Anne.

Their cow-calf operation runs 250 cows, 
with about 40 purebred Angus, and they sell 
Angus-Simmental replacement heifers. The 
cows graze pasture into December or Janu-
ary, and also graze bales, corn and swaths, 
and the family also has land near Meadow 
Lake, Sask., where they custom graze.

McGrath and I sit down at Anne and 
Fred’s kitchen table for the interview. Before 
we start, though, the four of us discuss the 
merits of a good ranch horse and a good 
farm dog. 

I’m quickly reminded, however, that 
despite the homey setting, beef producers 
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Business
The

of

Beef
By Lisa Guenther  /  CG Field Editor

There’s no such thing as commodity beef anymore, says 
Alberta feedlot producer Ryan Kasko. It’s an attitude 
that is transforming the heart of Canada’s beef country

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14
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like the McGraths face a host of challenges 
and risks, including volatile cattle markets. 

Alberta beef producers can protect them-
selves against price drops through the West-
ern Livestock Price Insurance Program, and 
McGrath says they have used it in the past.

“We’re really struggling with it… the price 
premium versus the coverage is not economi-
cal right at the moment,” McGrath says.

That high premium is another symptom 
of the risk level in cattle. It’s a tough call, 
he says, and like others in the industry, he 
believes that ultimately the best way for cow-
calf producers to manage risk is still to keep 
a tight rein on production costs.

Cow-calf producers aren’t the only ones 
who wrangle chaotic markets — so do cat-
tle feeders like Ryan Kasko of Kasko Cattle 
Company.

“The market risk when you’re selling the 
cattle can be so volatile that there’s potential 

to lose $200 or $300 a head. And there’s some-
times potential to make that much,” he says. 
Kasko Cattle runs four feedlots in southern 
Alberta, with a total capacity of 44,000 cattle. 
They own their own cattle and also custom 
feed for others. They farm too, growing every-
thing from corn silage to sunflowers.

Yet Kasko didn’t grow up on a farm. His 
father, Les, was a cattle buyer. After finish-
ing university, Kasko went to work with his 
father, buying cattle and exporting them to 
the U.S. In 1997, the Kasko family bought 
their first feedlot, near Raymond, Alta. 

The very next year, they got a taste of 
the political risk cattle feeders face. The U.S. 
imposed an anti-dumping duty, charging a 
tariff every time they sent cattle south. Add 
BSE and country-of-origin labelling, and 
you end up with a significant list of political 
challenges, Ryan says.

Currency swings are another risk. Cattle 

futures are traded on the Chicago Mercantile 
Exchange. Packers pay in Canadian dollars, 
but they base their pricing on the U.S. market.

Since Kasko got into the feeding business, 
the Canadian dollar has swung from $0.60 
to $1.10. “That has a huge impact on how we 
market our cattle.”

Feeders can manage those risks through 
a variety of financial tools, including sign-
ing contracts with packers, using the futures 
market, enrolling in the Western Livestock 
Price Insurance Program, and by trading 
the Canadian dollar.

“As time has progressed, I think there are 
probably better tools. And people are more 
savvy to help manage their risks when it 
comes to the financial side,” says Kasko.

Feeders also face production risks. The 
input cost of buying cattle is huge, says 
Kasko, and then feeders need those animals 
to gain and stay healthy. Kasko Cattle has 
its own full-time nutritionist, and works 
closely with veterinarians to keep animals in 
good shape.

At the same time, Kasko is well aware of 
his production costs. Over the last 10 years, 
the average annual profit was $18 per head 
for feedlots, he says. Now, new workplace 
rules in Alberta will add costs, and Leth-
bridge County is imposing a new $3 per cow 
levy to raise funds for aging infrastructure.

Northeast of Kasko, Jaylyn Ettinger knows 
all about production risks too. She and her 
husband, Grant Marchand, raise Highlands 
in east-central Alberta at Willow Glen Farm. 
When I first contact Ettinger in mid-April, she 
has six calves on the ground, and another 28 
to go. She plans to calve out 44 cows in 2017, 
as they slowly build their herd.

Ettinger says the things that are out-
side of their control are the biggest risks. 
Drought and grasshoppers are top of mind 
after Alberta’s tough 2015. Right now they 
don’t grow their own feed, she says, so they 
took a big hit last year.

But, Ettinger says, “you ride the highs 
and the lows.”

One way they manage their risk is by 
setting their own prices for beef they sell 
directly to customers. Ettinger says they try 
to keep prices consistent year to year to build 
loyalty so customers will stick with them 
when beef prices drop in grocery stores. 

People are willing to pay more for spe-
cialty beef, but it still comes down to their 
pocketbooks, says Ettinger.

“And if you can’t afford it, you can’t 
afford it,” she says. “We really struggle with 

feature
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I always say you can’t 
teach a stick to fetch 

a dog. The consumers I 
worry about are the ones 
who have opinons and 
aren’t willing to go out to 
an agricultural operation 
anywhere.”

Sean McGrath, 
Round Rock Ranching

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16
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Toll free: 1-877-474-2871
Email: info@cafanet.com
PO Box 270 • Seven Sisters Falls, MB • R0E 1Y0

www.cafanet.ca

Follow us on Twitter @CAFANET

A lthough social media gets touted as 
the best way to connect, nothing 
beats in-person, face-to-face 

networking in a professional organization 
like CAFA - a community of like-minded, 
farm-focused individuals that links you 
directly into new ideas and extensive 
experience.

Why join CAFA?  Here are four good 
reasons:

1. Benefit from experience
CAFA has members with years of experience 
in the same area of interest - farm families 
and farm businesses. The benefits of 
connecting with these professionals are 
two-fold. Not only can you share in the 
knowledge and experience of other CAFA 
members (potentially even being mentored 
or becoming a mentor yourself ), you can also 
make connections that help you to augment 
your team and to access skills that were not 
readily at your disposal before.

2. Socializing & peer Support
Everyone is busy, and often we may spend 
considerable time alone when working 
or travelling, especially in rural Canada. 
Socializing at regular meetings and annual 
events provides personal connections and 

peer support. Getting together within a 
wider set of resources and skill sets also 
encourages collaboration and brainstorming.

Members are more likely to make a 
referral or introduction if they have met and 
spoken to you in person. Referrals have a lot 
of power and can often make or break a long 
established reputation. Everyone is going 
to want to know who they are referring or 
introducing, and that requires at least a hand 
shake.

Make  it a priority to connect to peers - 
resources grow immensely once you look 
outside your office.

3. ViSiBility aS a farm  
profeSSional
CAFA is Canada’s only national network of 
farm advisors with a central directory of farm 
professionals. Farm families and businesses 
turn to CAFA to find dedicated farm 
advisors and qualified farm advice. If you are 
in the business of advising farm clients, you 
will find that belonging to CAFA increases 
your visibility to farmers and industry 
stakeholders, and also to other farm advisors. 
Taking an executive role within CAFA 
positions you as an industry leader amongst 
your peers.

4. acceSS to induStry 
thought leaderS & newS
Local meetings and annual events give you 
access to an incredible amount of farm-

focused knowledge accumulated by years 
of collective experience with members and 
invited guest speakers who share information, 
knowledge and leading edge farm-strategies 
designed to educate their farm advisor 
audience.

CAFA’s Farm Update Series are premier 
events that demonstrate the benefits of 
belonging to a farm-focused professional 
community. Our Farm Tax, Succession and 
Management Update Series brings together 
some of Canada’s top farm advisors sharing 
their expertise and strategies in providing 
guidance to farm families and businesses. The 
Updates are also the best way to connect and 
develop professional relationships with other 
farm-focused professionals who can help build 
your farm practice and your farm-resource 
team.

CAFA is a national not-for-profit 
organization dedicated to assisting farm 
families and businesses by increasing the skills 
and knowledge of farm advisors. Our primary 
objectives are to improve access to qualified 
farm advice by improving the quality of farm-
focused education for professionals.

To learn more about CAFA, visit our 
website at www.cafanet.ca. Our website will 
connect you to CAFA’s Farm Succession 
Update, May 18 in Guelph and our Farm 
Management Update, June 2 in Woodstock 
as well as help you find a farm advisor for your 
farm family and business needs.

Stay current and connected with CAFA.

The Canadian Association of Farm Advisors (CAFA) Inc. is a national,  
non-profit professional umbrella organization dedicated to assisting farm families 

and businesses by increasing the skills of farm advisors and consultants. 

Top Reasons to Join A Network  
of Farm Professionals 

by Liz RobeRtson, CAFA exeCutive DiReCtoR



that because you don’t want to make your 
beef unaffordable.”

Willow Glen Farm is fortunate to have 
an excellent provincially inspected abat-
toir within a 30-minute drive, Ettinger says. 
Bouma Meats of Provost is willing to work 
with horned animals. They skin carefully, so 
Ettinger can keep the heads and hides, which 
have a niche market of their own. 

Like all good butchers, Bouma Meats 
is busy, so Willow Glen must book well in 
advance, which puts pressure on finishing.

Still, Ettinger isn’t complaining. If they 
didn’t have a good butcher nearby, they 
would have to rethink everything, she says. 
“That butcher is probably the single most 
important thing.”

It’s not just direct marketers such as 
Ettinger who rely on a good butcher. The 
bulk of Western Canada’s beef is processed 
at one of two Alberta packers — the JBS 
plant in Brooks or Cargill in High River. 
Harmony Beef, a family-owned plant near 
Balzac, Alta., is expected to open soon and 

start exporting to the European Union. 
However, it has been held up by concerns 
from the nearby city of Calgary. 

There are already some doubts, however, 
whether cow herd numbers are high enough 
to support two packers. McGrath is even 
concerned if they can support feedlots. 

“How many people are going to exit?” 
McGrath wonders. “What’s going to happen 
to that infrastructure?”

McGrath thinks the industry could dou-
ble cow herd numbers by better managing 
grazing. But it’s difficult for cow-calf produc-
ers to scale up gradually, he says. And while 
producers are better at managing larger herds 
more efficiently than they used to be, there 
aren’t a lot of new entrants to the industry.

From the Cargill desk
Supply constraints are among the biggest 
risks Cargill faces, Connie Tomato, commu-
nications and community relations manager 
for the company, confirms via email. 

Cargill faces a litany of other risks, and many 

are the same ones faced by the entire supply 
chain. Tomato lists trade barriers, regulation, 
potential disease outbreaks, currency fluctua-
tions, competition from other proteins, and 
misinformation spread by anti-meat NGOs 
and activists. As in many other businesses, 
labour is a key issue as well. And their supply 
can be affected by the same production chal-
lenges cow-calf producers face, such as drought.

Yet Cargill sees opportunities as well. 
It sees growth both for exports and for the 
domestic market, which includes food pro-
cessors, retailers, and food service, Tomato 
says. Cargill for instance is focusing on “case-
ready” products, with meat packaged in trays, 
boxed, and shipped to retailers.

High-quality beef is Canada’s strength, 
Kasko agrees, and he also sees global and 
domestic opportunities. 

“We’re not going to be the cheapest 
product in market, but I think we can really 
show that we’re the best,” Kasko says. “If you 
want a good eating experience, we can help 
deliver that to you.”
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For Canada’s beef industry, 
the first case of BSE in 2003 
was nearly a ruinous event. 
In 2002, cattle exports to the 
U.S. topped 1.6 million. The 
next year, exports tumbled 
to about 500,000, and in 
2004, they had virtually 
dried up, according to 
Statistics Canada.

The industry is still climbing 
out of the BSE crater. Taiwan has slammed the door on 
Canada’s high-value cuts. Meanwhile, the meat and bone-
meal markets in the U.S. and Indonesia are shuttered to 
Canada.

“There’s two things going on. There’s the BSE, going way back 
to 2003,” says Ron Davidson, director of international trade, 
government and media relations with the Canadian Meat 
Council.

“And there’s Case 19. And Indonesia is Case 19. Taiwan is Case 
19. But the U.S. is a longer-standing issue.”

Case 19 is Canada’s latest animal confirmed to have BSE. The 
Angus cow, born in 2009, was euthanized in 2015 after her 
owner reported her as a downer cow. That report triggered a 
test under the BSE surveillance program.

She was the first BSE-infected cow to be born after an 
enhanced feed plan was implemented.

The bone and blood meal market might not sound like much 

to people outside the industry. But there’s more to marketing 

beef than selling steaks and burgers. To get the most value 

out of a carcass, you need access to the best markets in the 

world for each particular piece, Davidson says. It’s one of the 

reasons they’re “fighting very hard for the TPP (the 

TransPacific Partnership agreement) right now,” he adds.

The industry is making strides internationally. Canada’s 

global beef and veal exports have grown in value from over 

$1.3 billion in 2011 to over $2.2 billion in 2015, according to 

Stats Canada numbers provided by the Canadian Meat 

Council.

Our biggest export market remains the United States, in both 

volume and value. Last year Canada exported over $1.5 

billion in beef and veal.

But other markets are growing. China’s imports of Canadian 

beef and veal jumped dramatically. In 2011, we exported no 

beef or veal to China. Last year, our exports to China jumped 

from just over $40 million in 2014 to over $255 million in 

2015. Interestingly, imports in neighbouring South Korea, 

Taiwan and Hong Kong dropped drastically the same year. 

Once a country has reopened its borders to Canadian beef, 

that doesn’t guarantee they’ll remain open. For example, 

importers in South Korea are nervous that the market “could 

go out again,” says Davidson.

Each market is different, he says. “It takes a lot of work.”

Case 19  
versus BSE
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Kasko obviously takes pride in the beef 
he produces. When I comment on “com-
modity beef,” in an effort to differentiate it 
from more specialized beef, he politely takes 
exception. He produces conventional beef, 
he says, but he doesn’t see it as a commodity. 

“We’re using the best technologies that 
we can use to produce the beef as efficiently 
as we can. And it’s high quality.” 

As the industry rebuilds the cowherd, 
it’s also a good time to develop even better 
genetics, Kasko adds. This will build up more 
feed-efficient cattle with the marbling traits 
that consumers want.

McGrath also sees a huge opportunity in 
improved genetics. The industry does it well, 
he says, but they’re poised to do it even better.

Genomics can jump-start selection for 
more feed-efficient cattle, and cows with 
longevity and fertility, McGrath says. Those 
traits help pay your bills, he adds.

McGrath recently helped find bulls to test 
for a Genome Canada research project. All 
the McGrath’s purebred cows and bulls get 

high-density DNA testing. The McGraths 
also use DNA tests to verify the sires and 
dams of commercial heifers.

“It’s cheaper for us to do that than it is for 
us to tag them when they’re born. We can run 
multiple bulls, get improved conception rates,” 
says McGrath. Even that basic knowledge for 
commercial producers is huge, he adds.

It’s all in the records
Round Rock Ranching has sold calves 
directly into specific feedlots, and also taken 
them to auction. Usually they background 
them, but last year they sold them in the fall, 
due to the markets. Whatever route they go 
each year, the McGraths market them ahead 
of time with information on the animals’ 
genetics and the ranch’s health protocols.

A growing need for paperwork runs 
through the entire supply chain. Kasko Cattle 
says much of the record-keeping is linked 
to food safety, such as withdrawal times for 
medicated products. 

They have chute-side software programs 

to track treatments and they double-check 
withdrawal times for every animal they ship. 
They’re also audited several times a year. A 
micro-ingredient machine allows them to 
track exactly what they’re feeding each animal.

But animal welfare and environmental 
sustainability are wrapped into the feedlots’ 
records, too. Much of the record-keeping is 
daily. It’s kind of endless, Kasko says.

One of the buyers driving that change 
is McDonald’s. Both McGrath and Kasko 
participated in McDonald’s earlier sustain-
ability initiative. That pilot project has since 
morphed into the Canadian Roundtable for 
Sustainable Beef, which is run by a council 
with representatives from across the sup-
ply chain. Cargill has a seat at that table, as 
do people representing McDonald’s, JBS, 
environmental groups, food retail, the cattle 
feeders and the cow-calf sector.

Ettinger is also attuned to what her cus-
tomers want — grassfed beef. “I know most 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 18



of my customers are very insistent that they 
have no grain,” she says.

Though Ettinger is selling directly to her 
customers, she hasn’t escaped the paperwork 
burden. When she sells livestock, the new 
owner gets detailed health records for each 
animal. Beef customers can also get health 
details on the animal they’ve purchased.

Willow Glen has gone through Verified 
Beef Production to ensure food safety. Gen-
erally her customers don’t know about the 
program before touring the farm, but it 
gives her a framework for explaining pro-
duction practices such as antibiotics for sick 
animals.

The Ettingers expect their record-keep
ing will serve Willow Glen well as they 
expand their customer base, especially as 
they increase sales to commercial customers, 
such as restaurants.

Yet most cow-calf producers don’t sell 
directly to consumers, and Kasko has mixed 
feelings about sharing data up and down the 
supply chain. His company has its own data-
base that tracks information such as carcass 
grades. It’s valuable to their business. But 
cow-calf producers aren’t likely to get much 
value out of that kind of information unless 
they’re already doing basic record-keeping.

Kasko does see value in industry orga-
nizations connecting different segments in 
the supply chain at conferences and other 
events, so they can have those conversations. 
People need to focus on what’s important to 
their customers in the supply chain, he says.

His advice to cow-calf producers is simple: 
“Drive to a feedlot and ask if you can get 
a tour, and understand what’s important. 
What are feedlots wanting?”

CONNECTING CONSUMERS 
TO THE FARM

Although not all of Willow Glen Farm’s cus-
tomers want a connection with the farm, 
most do. They want to know exactly how the 
animals were raised. They ask tough ques-
tions, Ettinger says.

Ettinger loves her animals and her farm, 
but she confesses she doesn’t quite under-
stand why what she does is so interesting 
to other people. She has complete strangers 
calling her, asking if they can come out for a 
visit. She even gets hugs from her customers.

“It’s difficult at first when you’re direct 
marketing to put yourself out there, espe-
cially if you’re a more private person. So that 
is daunting,” she says. “But in the end, you 
meet some really, really cool people.”

It’s not just direct marketers opening their 
doors to visitors. Both McGrath and Kasko 

have welcomed visitors. In fact, Kasko says 
they plan to be more proactive this year, and 
to invite school and youth groups for tours.

McGrath says they have nothing to hide, 
and welcomes both ag supporters and critics. 
Not everyone who visits Round Rock Ranch-
ing is going to get their mind changed about 
agriculture, McGrath says, but at least they’re 
willing to come out and have a look.

“I always say you can’t teach a stick to 
fetch a dog. The consumers I worry about 
are the ones who have opinions and aren’t 

willing to go out to an agricultural operation 
anywhere,” he says.

More and more, livestock producers are 
using social media to connect with people. 
Ettinger says the people who are doing it 
best are using it to tell a story. Direct market-
ers can’t afford to be too argumentative or 
preachy, she says.

“Your customers know what they want. 
And all you can really do is be open and hon-
est and say what you do. And they’ll decide 
whether they want to buy your product or not.”
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People 
need to 

realize there’s 
plenty of 
room in the 
sandbox, and 
that there’s 
more than 
one right 
way to raise 
beef.”

Jaylyn Ettinger,

Willow Glen Farm
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She’s a fan of using pictures to tell stories, 
but she thinks it’s important to show the less 
picturesque side of farming, such as using 
IVOMEC to control parasites.

SHARED VALUES
Ettinger and McGrath are equally critical of 
marketing that pits one type of beef opera-
tion against another.

“I think people need to realize there is 
plenty of room in the sandbox, and that 
there’s more than one right way to raise 
beef,” says Ettinger.

Many ranchers are familiar with both 
sides of the fence anyway. Ettinger grew up 
on a commercial ranch herself, and her par-
ents still raise cattle just down the road from 
Willow Glen Farm. McGrath also sells some 
direct beef.

The reality is that today’s customers 
can order specific things on their iPhone, 
McGrath says. “What individual people want 
is what we will need to deliver going forward. 
That’s my sense of it.”

Ettinger says people throughout the 
industry share the same core values around 
environmental stewardship and animal wel-
fare, no matter their production methods. 
She thinks the new sustainability modules 
the Verified Beef Production program is 
about to roll out will be helpful. She’s a fan 
of the Beef Research Council’s website too, 
which includes webinars and other resources.

“And I think the industry is doing a great 
job at research and having that science to 
back you up,” she says.

Ettinger’s praise for science-based animal 
welfare and environmental stewardship echoed 
through the other interviews. Like Ettinger, 
both Kasko and McGrath are part of the Veri-
fied Beef Production program. Kasko says the 
industry is raising the bar on animal welfare, 
food safety, and employee health and safety.

Cargill’s High River plant has interesting 
technology to raise that bar, too. A hide-on 
carcass washer targets food safety. A third-
party remote video auditing system moni-
tors animal welfare. 

After we finish the interview, McGrath 
takes me on a tour of the ranch. We check 
out a bale gazing site, where he’s collabo-
rating with federal government researchers. 
Game cameras track whether cattle prefer 
to graze where the bales sat. Sensors in the 
ground measure soil temperature and mois-
ture. Researchers collect water samples from 
wells to look at nutrient levels.

Meanwhile, the landscape next to the 
field slopes into a coulee, with shrubs, poplar 
and native grasses that green up with the 
spring. The view is a reminder that although 
the industry is changing, the land itself is a 
constant.

Other things remain constant, too. It’s an 
industry with high integrity, Kasko says, and 
that’s part of the attraction of the business.

“I implicitly trust most people that I’m 
dealing with until they’ve proven me wrong. 
And that doesn’t happen very often.”

(For more on Sean McGrath explaining 
how they market their cattle, visit country-

guide.ca/video.)  CG
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D
espite losing nearly 14,000 pig farmers since 
1971, Manitoba still produces more pigs than 
any other province, accounting for just under 
a third of Canada’s total pork production, 

and well over half of its exports.
For nearly three decades, Manitoba has had a front 

row seat on the peaks and valleys of Canada’s hog indus-
try. They’ve seen it all: the boom of the ’90s, the fallout 
from H1N1, the decade-long moratorium against barn 
building, a strong dollar, a weak dollar, porcine epidemic 
diarrhea, a disappearing labour force.

The question now is, what’s next?
Clearly, evolutionary pressures are intense, and 

George Matheson, who farms near the town of Stonewall 
with a capacity to produce at most 1,200 hogs a year, 
knows he’s no longer a typical farmer.

Today, though, Matheson is chair of Manitoba Pork. 
“I may well be one of the smallest, if not the smallest, 
producer in the province,” he says.

The 59-year-old got into pigs in 1982, and since then 
he has watched most independent pork producers leave 
the business, and he has also watched the size of the 
remaining farms expand.

The numbers tell the story. Today, only about 220 
levy-paying hog farmers remain active in Manitoba, and 
only 500 total farms have pigs on them.

The province produces roughly eight million pigs 
each year (it peaked at 9.45 million in 2007), so that 
means the remaining producers are putting out about 
16,000 pigs per farm.

“There are fewer producers, but more production,” 
Matheson says. “And of course we have the two largest 
producers in Canada with Maple Leaf and HyLife being 
here as well.”

The reasons why so many hog producers have left the 
industry can be complex and intermingled, but trade 
disputes, environmental restrictions and market pres-
sures have each played a role, among others.

Plus, pork is also vulnerable to the same stresses as 
other farm sectors, including succession pressures. “A lot 
of people have just plain retired,” Matheson says. Com-
mitting to year-round livestock production isn’t always 
attractive to a younger generation, especially in the face 
of worn out infrastructure and uncertain profitability.

In fact, it’s maybe even a bit worse in pork. In recent 
years grain farming has been more lucrative, Matheson 
explains, and crop farming can come with the added 
benefit of some downtime over the winter months.

It points to what’s different for pork this time, says 
Perry Mohr, general manager of h@ms Marketing Ser-
vices, which markets pigs for 144 pork producers in 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan.

The drop in the number of hog farms has been even 
faster than general farm consolidation, Mohr points out.

“During the 10 years previous to this, there wasn’t a lot 
of money to be made,” says Mohr. “So a lot of these guys 
that maybe weren’t quite as efficient or their banks weren’t 
quite as patient with them throughout those years, a lot the 
them were basically forced out of the industry.”

“Their barns were old, the capital investment was too 
big for them, they were at an age when they didn’t want 
to reinvest, and they had no son that wanted to take over, 
so they shut the down,” he says.

The survivors
There’s another key too. The farms that stayed with pigs 
tend to be mixed farms, Mohr says. “The most sustain-
able mode, given the factors that impact hog prices, is 
the farrow-to-finish hog producer who produces his 
own feed,” he says.

Matheson’s compact farm — complete with tree-
lined drive and white-trimmed Victorian home — isn’t 
farrow-to-finish, but does utilize 360 acres of cropland 
to feed its herd. The land also allows for efficient distri-
bution of manure as fertilizer, in addition to acting as a 
buffer against high feed costs and market flux.

On a different scale, Starlite Hutterite Colony made 
the decision to “to try walking (their) grain off the farm 
instead of hauling it” following the end of government 
freight subsidies in the 1990s and hasn’t looked back 
since, says James Hofer, who manages the colony’s 600-
sow farrow-to-finish operation. “When you have your 
own grain, that becomes a natural hedge. You’ve got 
your inputs locked in, they’re in the bin and you can 
weather the storm.”

But even with its feed, Starlite is evolving beyond tra-
ditional western crops like wheat and barley. “We’ve been 
growing soybeans at Starlite since there were varieties 

Where have all  
the hog farmers gone?
They’ve gone to Manitoba, where they’re enjoying some 
good years in the face of a long list of challenges
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that could be grown in Manitoba,” 
Hofer explains. “After a couple years, 
we said, hey, this is something that is 
going to be long-term, and we set up 
our own soymeal processing plant, 
so that is how we feel we’ve been able 
to stay in the game and drive costs 
out of production.”

But all the grain in the world 
can’t save Starlite from the one uni-
versal problem plaguing pork pro-
ducers and processors across the 
province — labour shortages. Find-
ing employees willing and able to 
work in processing plants and pig 
barns continues to be problematic, 
with many operations turning to 
temporary foreign workers.

“We don’t actually have a lineup 
of people,” Hofer says. “In fact there 
are colonies that are shutting down 
their operations because they don’t 
have people who want to work in a 
hog barn.”

Other colonies are bringing in 

people from outside their commu-
nities to fill the gaps, and in the city 
of Brandon, Maple Leaf Foods has 
used the temporary foreign worker 
program to bring in about 1,000 
employees, with 800 becoming per-
manent residents.

At HyLife’s Neepawa process-
ing plant, about half of its 1,000 
employees were brought in as tem-
porary foreign workers.

However, changes introduced by 
the federal Conservatives in 2014 have 
made bringing in foreign employees 
more challenging. The new Liberal 
government has promised to review 
the changes, but unless a major pol-
icy shift occurs, further restrictions 
will come into effect July 1.

Given comments from MaryAnn 
Mihychuk, the Trudeau government’s 
employment minister, an open door 
seems unlikely. Responding to Cana-
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It’s a wonderful animal, 
it’s very efficient and 

it’s a very intelligent animal, 
its productivity is enormous 
and I’ve alway felt that if a 
farmer takes good care of his 
pigs, they will return great 
profitability for producers.”

George Matheson
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dian Meat Council claims that processing plants are short nearly 1,000 
meat cutters, Mihychuk told the Canadian Press in January that “in the 
present circumstance, where we are seeing such economic hard times 
across the Prairies, it would be a very unusual circumstance where we 
had to resort to temporary foreign workers to fill a position.”

Mihychuk said the solution is better training and recruiting, not 
foreign workers.

It’s a suggestion that doesn’t sit well with the Manitoba Pork 
Council’s general manager, Andrew Dickson, who doesn’t buy the 
idea that unemployed oil and gas workers will gravitate to Manitoba’s 
hog industry.

“You will find some guys wander back to Manitoba who were out 
in the oil patch, but those are the ones who came from Manitoba,” 
says Dickson. “I mean, some of these people are very skilled trades 
people… are they going to stay with the hog industry, even if they 
come? As soon as the oil industry turns around, they are gone.”

The search for a new model
If it seems like Manitoba’s pork industry has just gone from one crisis 
to another — be it new disease, a strong dollar, country-of-origin 
labelling, capital shortages, consumer backlash, labour constraints 
or spiking feed costs — it’s because it has, says Mohr. But finding a 
model of hog production less prone to fluctuations won’t be easy.

At one time Manitoba hog farmers sold pigs through the Mani-
toba Hog Marketing Commission, which became the Manitoba 
Hog Marketing Board in 1972. The board’s monopoly on the sale of 
slaughter hogs ended in July of 1996, allowing producers to choose 
direct marketing, broker services or what is now known as h@ms 
Marketing Services.

Now, Dickson would like to see the federal and provincial govern-
ments get behind a proposed Hog Stabilization Program to help buf-
fer some of those market forces. 

Manitoba generated just over 57 per cent of Canadian pork 
exports in 2015. “So when you produce a commodity that is reliant 
on an export market, you are subjected to commodity prices which 
go up and down based on supply and demand,” Mohr says. “You are 
subjected to all kinds of forces, most of them beyond your control.”

Now, the pork sector is aiming for a new program to help produc-
ers access working capital. “What we’re looking at is trying to provide 
some protection for working capital for producers,” Mohr says, add-
ing pig farmers across the country have similar cash-flow problems.

So far, the plan hasn’t attracted government approval.

And The need for more pigs
The idea of a price stabilization program began percolating in 2012. 
Feed corn prices were skyrocketing just as the industry struggled 
to recover from a 2009 collapse caused by the double-whammy 
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Their barns were old, the 
capital investment was too 

big for them, they were at an age 
when they didn’t want to re-invest, 
and they had no son that  
wanted to take over, so they  
shut down.”	 Perry Mohr

Big farms, 
big net incomes
A weak Canadian dollar has added a 30 per cent bonus to 
hog prices, says Perry Mohr, general manager at h@ms 
Marketing Services, who notes that Canadian hogs are still 
pegged to American dollars.

It's a development that could drive industry expansion.

“If you look at when the hog industry really expanded the 
last time, it was when we had a really weak dollar,” Mohr 
says. “If the dollar was weak for 10 years, it would really 
boost the industry.”

Mohr also believes 2016 will be a profitable year, even if 
hog prices drop a bit in the fourth quarter as American 
producers begin to recover from the devastating porcine 
epidemic diarrhea virus that killed millions of pigs in that 
country. Next year is also setting up to be a profitable one, 
with at least four new packing plants opening in the U.S., 
driving up demand for hogs.

“This year, 2016, the U.S. producers are predicted to make a 
small profit, let’s say it’s $5 a hog. Most of our guys this year 
will make around $25 a hog, based on what we know 
today,” says Mohr. “Last year U.S. hog producers made 
about $8 per hog… our guys made about $30 a hog.”

According to Janet Honey at the University of Manitoba’s 
department of agribusiness and agricultural economics, net 
market income for Manitoba pork producers jumped from 
$115,500 in 2011 to $808,300 in 2014, before dipping to 
lower estimates for 2015. In a report prepared for the 
university, Honey indicated the average net operating 
income per pig farm was over $735,200 in 2014, up from 
$303,000 in 2013.

Mohr notes that low oil prices have also played an 
important role in increasing profitability in the hog sector, 
lowering some production costs and lessening efforts to 
divert grain to fuel production, while also devaluing the 
Canadian dollar.

“As far as profitability, it has been difficult over the last eight 
years or so — with the exception of 2014 and part of 2013 
and 2015 — but I think that for mixed farms such as the 
Hutterite colonies and myself that produce grain as well, it 
has proven to be a pretty good system to, as the old saying 
goes, not have all the eggs in one basket,” says Manitoba 
Pork chair George Matheson. As for future growth, he says 
it will take careful collaboration between producers, 
processors, government and consumers.

Continued ON page 24
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of H1N1 concerns and country-
of-origin labelling or COOL. And 
although feed prices have dropped  
since then and COOL has also been 
repealed, farmers are now faced with 
incoming animal care regulations 
that are requiring expensive barn 
retrofits.

Maple Leaf has committed to 
switching all its barns to free open 
housing by 2017, while Quebec-
based producer Olymel — which 
relies on hogs from Western Canada 
— has committed to phasing out 
sow stalls by 2022.

All hog producers will need to 
use open sow housing systems by 
July 2024, in line with the Code of 
Practice for the Care and Handling 
of Pigs that was introduced in the 
spring of 2014.

However, there’s a possbile silver 
lining in the growth of premium 
products and niche markets.

“Now the processors are try-
ing to differentiate their products 
and that has me as excited about 
the future as anything,” says Mohr. 

“We’re going to antibiotic-free for 
one thing.”

“I’m not going to stand here and 
say the pork is better, but what I will 
say is that there is a demand for it,” 
Mohr quickly adds. “We’re starting 
to produce what the consumer is 
asking for — and the key part of 
that is that the consumer is willing 
to pay more for it.”

While he doesn’t have a crystal 
ball, Mohr does have a few pre-
dictions to make as he prepares to 
leave his position and head into 
retirement.

“Honestly, and I can say this 
because I’m on my way out, I would 
say that the decrease in the number 
of farmers will abate itself. We’re 
pretty much at the bottom,” he says.

Matheson agrees. “We just have 
to continue to do the right thing,” 
he adds. “We’re under a great deal 
of pressure from society right now. 
On animal care, environmen-
tal sustainability and food safety, 
they watch us more closely than 
they have ever done before, but as 

long as we continue to do the right 
thing, I don’t think there will be 
any risks in expanding, quickly or 
otherwise.”

Dickson would like to see 
more barn proposals come for-
ward throughout the year in order 
to expand capacity and build the 
sector’s efficiency, and he noted 
Suncrest Colony has just com-
pleted building a new hog barn in 
the Rural Municipality of Hanover, 
using an existing permit.

“We’re not expecting a flood of 
these, but we’re hoping we’ll see a 
steady number of barns as we go 
through the next five or 10 years,” 
he says.

“We had a good year as an indus-
try as a whole in 2015… we produce 
a great product and people still con-
sume it,” Dickson says.

“I think the future will be rea-
sonably bright, but we will be cau-
tious in this part of the world and  
we will continue building on the 
good things that we’ve done in the 
past.”  CG
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“We’re under a great 

deal of pressure from 

society,” Matheson 

says. Yet Manitoba 

processors are  

also eager for the 

province’s farmers to 

produce an extra 1.4 

million hogs a year.  
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People aren’t the only thing Manitoba 

needs more of. A shortage of slaughter 

pigs continues to be a nagging problem.

Maple Leaf’s Brandon facility struggles to 

keep a second shift operating at capacity, 

searching for additional hogs to process, 

while HyLife has gone outside the province 

to keep its Neepawa plant at capacity.

“We are always looking at options in 

trying to grow our finishing production 

to make sure we keep our plant in 

Neepawa full,” says HyLife’s executive 

vice-president Claude Vielfaure. “We, 

unfortunately for Manitoba, have looked 

at Saskatchewan a few times over the last 

few years and bought some barns there.”

It’s not that HyLife doesn’t want barns 

in Manitoba. Instead, it’s that stringent 

environmental regulations have made 

building or replacing those barns difficult 

if not impossible in recent years.

“We certainly have two big packing 

plants in Manitoba that need pigs and 

need consistent pigs,” says Vielfaure. 

“So replacing facilities is extremely 

important for our industry to survive.”

A decade ago, the governing New 

Democrats established a temporary 

ban on new hog barns. Two years later 
the provincial government introduced 
a moratorium on new barn construction 
in 35 municipalities, and in the lead 
up to the 2011 provincial election the 
government again increased restrictions 
on hog operations with the Save Lake 
Winnipeg Act, effectively making the 
building of new or expanded barns 
cost prohibitive by mandating a yet-
to-be developed anaerobic digester.

Relief came in the spring of 2015, when 
then agriculture minister Ron Kostyshyn 
announced a pilot program dropping the 
anaerobic digester requirement in favour 
of a two-cell lagoon system, coupled 
with new soil phosphorus regulations.

Already, the Manitoba Pork Council has 
received two applications and several 
inquiries from those wanting to construct 
new barns, its general manager Andrew 
Dickson says. However, finding the capital 
for new construction could be just as big 
a barrier as the so-called moratorium.

There has been some progress, however. 
Farm Credit Canada recently stepped in 
to offer loans worth up to 65 per cent of 
the cost of new construction, provided 
the cost is not more than $500 per pig. 
That still leaves producers searching for 

the remaining 35 per cent, in addition to 
annual working capital of about $400,000 
for an average-sized finisher operation.

“You’ve got to be able to show cash 
flows that demonstrate that you are 
going to be able to service that debt,” 
Dickson says. “It’s not like you go down 
tomorrow and just pick up a cheque.”

For Mohr, building new barns 
is all about the capital and not 
so much the regulations.

“Expansion will be triggered by 
profitability, just because the packers 
need hogs, it doesn’t mean that 
people will build barns,” Dickson says. 
“Frankly, we haven’t been profitable 
long enough to get people excited about 
expanding, including the banks.”

Yet Dickson says Manitoba needs to 
finish an additional 1.3 million hogs each 
year for packers here to be as efficient 
as their American counterparts, which 
would require the construction of at 
least 80 barns, each with a 4,000 pig 
capacity. While Manitoba produced 
eight million pigs last year, only 
4.53 million were slaughtered in the 
province. The remainder went south 
to the United States as weanlings.
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C
raig Wismer hops out of his pickup 
at one of the 30 or so vineyards he 
manages in the Niagara Peninsula. 
Below him, rows of grape vines fill 

Niagara’s Vineland, serving up a panoramic 
view with a gleaming Lake Ontario.

Niagara Falls and its river are on the 
eastern horizon, in the west are Hamilton’s 
smoke stacks belching grey into the spring 
sky, and directly across the lake, a distant 
CN Tower punctuates Toronto’s skyline.

Rising steeply behind us, however, is the 
real reason we’re here. The geological ridge 
called the escarpment is why grapes and soft 
fruits like peaches can thrive in this vista. It 
captures the sun and bottles up the local lake 
effect, taking the edge off winter tempera-
tures and staving off untimely frosts.

Wismer explains that this topogra-
phy causes cold air to slide off the sloping 
fields, keeping Niagara’s temperatures more 
moderate and creating a climate that you’d 
expect to have to drive several hours south 
to experience. 

Along the slopes of the escarpment are 
diverse smaller soil and climate regions, and 
the wines made from grapes in each of these 
different areas vary greatly.

Right now, we’re standing on what Wis-
mer calls “The Bench,” one of the naturally 
formed terraces along the Niagara escarp-
ment, and where his parents and brothers 
farm about 150 acres of grapes and 50 acres 
of soft fruit trees.

It’s a beautiful part of the country, and 
it as unique as it is breathtaking. Despite 
that, however, for the last 30 years, this has 
also been a farming area deeply affected by 
political, economic, agronomic and social 
changes, especially since the 1988 free trade 
agreement with the U.S. phased out many of 
the protections for Canadian wine. 

The Canadian wine industry was still 
a baby back then — small, vulnerable and 
sweet, much like the bubbly Baby Duck that 
was one of the top-selling wines at the time. 
Most of the grapes grown in Niagara were 
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Niagara 
outlook
With high-tech advisers like Craig Wismer,  
it turns out farmers and cityfolk can learn  
to live side by side after all

By Maggie Van Camp  /  CG senior Editor

for juice, not for making French or “noble” 
type wines, and there were only about 10 
wineries.

“The industry was built on Baby 
Duck,” says the chair of the Grape Growers 
of Ontario, Bill George. “Now palates have 
changed worldwide and wine consump-
tion is on the rise.”

After NAFTA was signed in 1992, gov-
ernment renewal funding helped produc-
ers replace many of their old juice vines 
with newer premium vinifera varieties, 
and this support continued over the next 
few decades. In addition, the Ontario 
government funded the Ontario Wine 
Strategy, which included helping to adopt 
the Vintners Quality Alliance (VQA) as a 
quality assurance and marketing tool.

The transition turned out to be per-
fectly timed. New World wines were 
becoming mainstream, and because of 
their success with some of the most popu-
lar new varieties, producers in Niagara 
were able to ride the wave. 

Today the Niagara Peninsula still has 
the largest planted area of vineyards in 
Canada, with some 46 varieties across 
nearly 14,000 acres. The classic cool-cli-
mate varieties flourish here, such as Ries-
ling, Chardonnay, Gamay Noir, Pinot Noir 
and Cabernet Franc.

Until 2000, nearly all Canadian wines 
were made with some local grapes, topped 
up with imported stock from the U.S. or 
overseas. Since then, however, the practice 
of blending foreign juice has been subsid-
ing, and 100 per cent Ontario-grown rich 
Cabernet Francs, crisp Rieslings and but-
tery Chardonnays began winning inter-

national acclaim, just when the local food 
movement came on the scene.

New pockets of wine production rose 
across southwestern Ontario and British 
Columbia and even northeast of Toronto, 
tucked along Lake Ontario in Prince 
Edward County.

Today, Ontario has more than 180 win-
eries producing 71 per cent of total Cana-
dian wine volume, with the majority of 
this still in the Niagara Peninsula.

Glug, glug, glug
Over the same period, wine consump-
tion began rising. Canadian adults in 2011 
bought an average of 22 bottles of wine 
per year, up from 13 in 1995. Here’s a stag-
gering fact: Canadians drink more than a 
billion glasses of Canadian-produced wine 
a year.

In the industry’s 2013 report “Cana-
da’s Wine economy — Ripe, Robust and 
Remarkable,” the wine and grape industry 
was estimated to contribute $6.8 billion a 
year in economic impact to Canada, based 
on jobs, taxes and tourism, with about half 
of that in Ontario. That’s even though the 
majority of wine consumed in the prov-
ince is still imported, with domestic wines 
claiming only 40 per cent market share. 

Demand for quality, expensive wine 
has been on the rise, however, and the 
local food movement has shifted con-
sumer demand. Our aging population has 
more disposable income and is aware of 
the health benefits of wine and desire the 
sophistication of wine.

Continued ON page 28



According to Euromonitor International, 
the world’s leading independent provider of 
strategic market research, wine consump-
tion in Canada is expected to grow annually 
by three per cent both in volume and gross 
sales, reaching 591 million litres and C$13.3 
billion in 2019.

Canadians, it turns out, are spending 
almost three times as much on wine as on 
bread. 

Game changers
On his 150-acre farm, Bill George points to 
a field of vines stretching up and away from 
the sparkling water of Lake Ontario, explain-
ing that it’s three to four per cent warmer 
near the lake than anywhere in the Niagara 
Peninsula. This field was one of the many 
ripped out and transplanted with French 
vines. The new vines are grafts, with root-
stocks from winter-hardy varieties and tops 
from noble wine-producing varieties, such 
as Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, 
Merlot, Chardonnay and Riesling. 

In 1988, George graduated from univer-
sity and came home to the family fruit farm. 
At the time it took a vat of courage, and it 
was clear he faced a steep learning curve. 
“We knew we had to transform the industry. 
We knew we had to change or we’d be a dead 
industry,” says George. “We learned to trellis 
differently, we invested.” 

The investment and learning continues 
today, with reports of $125 million being 
spent expanding vineyards to supply win-
eries’ demands for more premium grapes. 
That’s partially due to the tougher winters in 
2014 and 2015, which killed many of the more 
tender vines. Fortunately, a government crop 
insurance program – vine death insurance — 
covered some of the replacement costs and 
many growers are moving to hardier varieties. 

Also, peach land is slowly being converted 
to vineyards, catalyzed by the 2008 closing of 
Canada’s last tender fruit canning factory. 

Sometimes it’s been a process of learn-
ing by failure, such as selecting varieties for 
specific locations. New web-based tracking 
programs are helping farmers here manage 
their pruning practices to deal with cold 
damage, and wind machines are now being 
used to stop frost from damaging the plants. 

“We have winter conditions unlike any-
where else in the world,” says Craig Wismer. 
“We’ve learned a lot, very quickly.”

Wismer is a registered viticulture con-
sultant with the Grape Growers of Ontario 
and operates Glen Elgin Vineyard Manage-
ment. Originally the company served his 
family’s vineyards and orchards, and recog-

nizing a need for quality-oriented vineyard 
management, expanded to service vineyards 
throughout the Twenty Valley and Beamsville 
bench areas. They offer brokerage, complete 
management and custom work, including 
all vineyard services, from spring pruning 
through to machine and hand harvesting. 

In harvest, they run two harvesters and 
80 to 100 labourers in various crews. Wismer 
explains that the industry relies on Vietnam-
ese immigrants from Hamilton for most 
of their labour. Their dexterity and work 
ethic is prized for the highly intensive crop-
ping cycle, including pruning and tying, leaf 
removal, cluster thinning, sorting and har-
vesting. Glen Elgin Vineyard Management 
also offers other services to their customers 
such as custom trellis installation and plant-
ing, applying fertilizer, and spraying up to 12 
times a summer.

In the last decade, mechanization has 
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boosted efficiency as well as the work environment. For 
example, mechanical pre-pruners do an preliminary 
trimming of the vine bushes, making the followup job of 
hand pruning much easier. 

One of the biggest leaps in efficiency has been using 
bigger equipment to cover more rows per pass and incor-
porating multiple functions per pass, says Wismer. Sprayers 
now cover four rows when they used to do one at a time. 
Glen Elgin Vineyard Management has set up all of their 
fleet tractors with front and rear three-point hitches to 
allow for several jobs to be done in one pass, he explains. 

Also, new recycling sprayers have resulted in up to 60 
per cent savings, bringing both an environmental and a 
cost benefit.

Another big change has been the switch of harvest from 
hand to machine. A few years ago Wismer imported from 
Europe the only grape harvester in Canada with a purpose-
built sorter. Grapes are gently de-stemmed by vibration 
and sent over abacus-like rollers that sort leaves and twigs 
out of the grapes, resulting in a massive increase in harvest-
ing quality and capacity. This new technology is gentler 
than the traditional winery de-stemmer or other harvester 
mounted de-stemmers. Optical sorters are also being used 
on farms in the Niagara peninsula to further the mechani-
cal sorting process.

Greenbelted
The Niagara Peninsula is part of the industrial Golden 
Horseshoe, and was rapidly losing prime horticultural 
land through the 1990s and into the first decade of the 
new millennium.

About a decade ago, however, Ontario’s Greenbelt law 
landed on the escarpment. Nearly 50,000 acres were fro-
zen, with a ban on housing and industrial development.

Growers had been concerned their land values 
would decline. Instead land values went up, due to 
the farms being financially sound. “As long as the 
countryside is economically viable, the land can 
remain valuable,” says George.

Population here has continued to increase, but the 
region’s towns and cities are building up instead of 
sprawling out. For growers, this has meant more inter-
face with non-farming neighbours and learning how to 
deal with the broadening urban and rural divide. 

Best management practices were developed by the 
Grape Growers of Ontario and adopted by growers. Use 
of pesticides, manure, bird bangers, and wind machines 
have to be explained and justified. Niagara’s farmers are 
acutely aware they need to communicate better so the 

Continued on page 30
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public understands why and when 
things are being done on their farms. 
George says that they’ve had to learn 
to deal with more noise and smell 
complaints, but have found once 
the public understands why they’re 
doing things, it’s not a problem.

Branding
Wine tourism has also become a 
powerful marketing tool with nearly 
two million visitors to Ontario win-
eries. Wine tastings, weekend get-
aways, and banquets and weddings 
are hosted on local vineyards. 

Non-farmer investment has 
flowed into the grape industry, from 
wine-loving urbanites to publicly 
traded companies. Canada’s top 
two players, Constellation Brands 
and Andrew Peller, held 17 per cent 
and 12 per cent, respectively, of total 
volume sales of all wines in Canada 
in 2014. These two companies use 
about 75 per cent of the grape pro-
duction and are a strong anchor for 
the producers, says George.

Big names like Wayne Gretzky, 
Mike Weir, Dan Aykroyd and Kevin 
O’Leary are investing in Niagara 
vineyards and branding labels. The 
marketing power of those names 
has opened doors for the entire 
industry. “It’s adding to the credibil-
ity of industry,” says Wismer. “And 
giving us visibility on the interna-
tional stage.”

Maturing Industry
In the early 1980s icewine was pio-
neered by Inniskillin and has slowly 
grown to 4,000 tonnes (800 acres) 
of grapes this year. While icewine is 
produced in relatively small quanti-
ties, its high value means dollar-
wise it accounts for one-third of 
wine exports. 

Canadian wineries are interna-
tionally renowned for this cold-cli-
mate product. Icewine has been a way 
to penetrate European markets with a 
uniquely Canadian market, and a foot 
in the door for other wines.

The trick is that VQA icewine is 

made with grapes harvested at -8 C. 
Mechanical harvesting has become 
almost a logistical requirement, 
because icewine grapes are usually 
harvested at night, when it’s cold. 
Think lights, limited harvest win-
dows and cold crews. “It takes about 
30 pickers to harvest an acre a day, 
but with a harvester, three to five 
guys can do 10 acres in one night,” 
says Wismer. 

Not  surpr is ing ly  to  make 
mechanical harvesting work in the 
cold took some retro-fits, such as a 
way to deal with the netting neces-
sary to protect the icewine grapes 
from birds, and tricks to stop belts 
freezing up.

Recently, two nearby post-sec-
ondary institutions have begun 
offering wine and vineyard courses. 
Nearby Brock University offers a 
B.Sc. in oenology and viticulture 
and a certificate in Grape and Wine 
Technology. Also, Niagara College’s 
Canadian Food and Wine Institute 
has vineyard management, som-
melier, laboratory, marketing and 
winemaking courses.

The information and students 
coming out of the programs have 
been catalysts for improvement of 
production and processing, says 
Wismer. Niagara is also now draw-
ing winemakers from around the 
world.

Overall, vineyard management 
has become more informed and 
professional since the ’80s. This is in 
part due to the increase in farm size, 
largely due to consolidation.

It’s  also been nearly three 
decades of trial by error, risk man-
agement, research, investment and 
embracing new technology. The 
farm management and the vines 
here are relative neophytes in the 
wine industry. 

Viniferous vines take at least 
40 years to reach prime produc-
tive capacity. One vine in Europe is 
still producing grapes at 400 years 
old. Generally, as vines mature, 
if they’re managed properly, they 
produce better quality grapes that 
can result in better quality wine. 
“The bulk of the industry here is 
still in its teenage years, with vines 
only 15 to 20 years old,” says a con-
fident Wismer.  CG

We knew we had to transform 
the industry. We knew we had to 

change or we’d be a dead industry.”
Bill George, George Family Farm Vineyards



I
s “sustainability” just another buzzword, or will it 
have a genuine impact on how farmers in Western 
Canada do business?

Denis Trémorin, director for sustainability at 
Pulse Canada, believes there is substance behind “sus-
tainability”— but it might not mean exactly what you 
think it means.

Trémorin says sustainability is about operating in 
a socially, economically and environmentally sustain-
able manner.

“In some areas of the world, the social and economic 
aspects are more important when it comes to agriculture. 

Cocoa production in West Africa is a good example — 
you have farmers who don’t own the land and are dis-
connected with their customers. So you need to focus on 
that first, and the environmental aspect second.”

What about Western Canada? Trémorin says that since 
pricing is fairly transparent, farmers have reasonably effec-
tive access to markets. As well, Canadian legal standards 
protect farmers’ rights, so, he says, our main focus should 
be on the environmental aspect of sustainability.

There’s also a tendency at times to associate “sustain-
ability” with niche or direct-to-consumer cropping, but 
David MacInnes, president and chief executive officer of 
the Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute (CAPI), says it’s 
a “pan-agri-food sector” issue that applies just as much 
to commodity crops.

“With a changing climate, with extreme weather 
events, with the prevalence of droughts, of heat events, 
with new insects facing agriculture across the country, 
it will be a constantly unfolding battle to be a reliable, 
quality supplier,” MacInnes says.

And being seen as a reliable, quality supplier is as cru-
cial as farmers’ adoption of sustainable measures, as far 
as the market is concerned.

“The marketplace is very chaotic with initiatives going 
on all over the place. We need to step back from a stra-
tegic standpoint and ask how Canada can use its advan-
tages to position ourselves on the sustainability radar of 
investors and supply chains,” says MacInnes. “There needs 
to be a benefit to the agri-food sector, but raising that bar 
and improving performance allows us to demonstrate the 
care being taken in our agri-food practices.”

What is included under the umbrella of sustainable 
practices?

There’s no one-size-fits-all version of sustainability that 
all producers can or should adopt on the farm, says Trémo-

By Julienne Isaacs
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good not just for the soil, but for bank accounts too
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rin. “Sustainable practices are very site specific in terms of 
what works best for your farm or your region,” he says. “No-
till is a classic ‘good’ practice in a lot of Western Canada, but 
there are a lot of areas in Canada where it doesn’t fit — you 
don’t get good yields, or it’s hard to work with, especially in 
Eastern Canada where there’s a lot of moisture.”

Trémorin points to Fertilizer Canada’s 4Rs as an endur-
ing example of smart sustainability thinking. “That type of 
practice, in terms of making sure you’ve got the right rates, 
the right source of fertilizer, the right placement and tim-
ing based on your region — that is a sustainable practice. 
It’s not a ‘practice’ per se but a management mindset.”

Measuring sustainability
Environmental sustainability, needless to say, is tough to 
measure. But some companies are asking for informa-
tion directly from the farm or from suppliers in terms of 
what sustainability looks like on individual operations.

Trémorin says that in some cases, there’s actually a 
checklist questionnaire that flows to the farmer, asking 

whether the farmer soil samples, how the farmer stores 
pesticides, or whether the farmer has contracts with 
labourers, for example. 

One high-profile farmer self-assessment tool is the 
Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) Platform, which 
aims to create a pre-competitive checklist to set a stan-
dard for the industry to follow. The tool, “Farm Sustain-
ability Assessment,” provides a benchmark for farmers to 
assess their own sustainability performance.

Trémorin is leading a federal Canadian project with 
six industry partners to develop a process-based tool 
called the Canadian Field Print Calculator that allows 
farmers to input information on practices related to 
land use efficiency, soil erosion risk, energy use, climate 
impact and soil carbon release.

The major hurdle facing uptake of tools like these 
is the lack of ready incentives for participating farmers. 
Few markets are asking for this information. “What’s 
going to have to happen is that these types of systems 
and asks will have to be part of a package that makes 
them attractive to growers,” says Trémorin. 

But at the same time, environmental sustainability 
is all about efficiency, and efficiency means profitability. 
“With the tool-based piece, because you’re capturing 
data from growers, there’s an opportunity to share that 
aggregated data back to them. I see value chains using 
this information to help producers improve and make 
more money. There’s so much alignment between sus-
tainability and making money,” says Trémorin.

MacInnes believes trust is a critical piece of the 
puzzle when it comes to sustainability. Last year, CAPI 
hosted a forum that focused on trust and the Canadian 
food system. 

“When you wrap it all up, sustainability has a signifi-
cant role to play, but really the issue that underscores it 
all is trust. Trust might mean ‘food safety,’ but what we 
heard (at the conference) is that trust is about safety, 
quality, the level of nutrition in food, the health impacts, 
environmental sustainability, and about reliability of 
supply,” MacInnes says.

Because trust is crucial in ensuring the health of the 
agri-food system long-term, MacInnes says the develop-
ment of metrics to measure the effectiveness of sustain-
ability programs is a growth industry in and of itself. 

As the S-word continues to cross their radar, farm-
ers might find more benefit in embracing it rather than 
brushing it off. As with many other aspects of the agri-
food sector, sustainability is about telling a story — the 
story of how food is produced, farm to fork — to an 
audience eager to hear good news. Signing on to sustain-
ability initiatives early might mean more consumer trust 
— and profits — later.

“The question for Canada,” says MacInnes, “is not 
how we manage sustainability but how we turn it into a 
competitive advantage.”  CG

Sustainability has a significant role to play, but really 
the issue that underscores it all is trust.”

David MacInnes
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T
he soil has its own perspective, says soil sci-
entist Mario Tenuta, which explains why in 
Western Canada, where intensive farming has 
“only” been going on for 100 years, our soils 

are actually still young.
“Our soils are not mature, compared to places like 

Europe or Africa,” Tenuta says.
Over the last 50 years of farming, however, our soils 

have changed fairly dramatically — in part because 
farmers have moved away from perennial crops in 
their rotations. That’s a bigger change than we might 
at first think.

“Our soils on the Prairies are perennial soils to begin 
with; they evolved with grasses that are perennial,” 
Tenuta says. “We’ve turned it into annual rotations and 
have lost a lot of organic matter from that.”

So these days, is it possible to farm sustainably with-
out forages in the rotation?

Tenuta, the Canada research chair in applied soil 
ecology and professor in the Department of Soil Science 
at the University of Manitoba, has done a lot of research 
into the question.

He believes farmers shouldn’t think purely in terms 
of environmental sustainability when it comes to crop-
ping decisions. Prairie crop production of oils and 
cereals is largely for export, he says, which means sus-
tainability needs to be considered in light of maintain-
ing a healthy export market. 

“We’re exporting nutrients, so we have to care about 
quality and be competitive in the global market,” Tenuta 
says. “To be sustainable, we have to be cost competitive. 
This is extremely key, because we’re in a global situation 
on the Prairies in terms of competition. We want to be 
able to practise farming that will allow us to be competi-
tive on a global market and to export a high volume of 
high-quality commodities.”

So what does that mean in terms of cropping deci-
sions? For Tenuta, it comes down to diversity. 

“That’s an advantage we have: canola, wheat, soybean, 
flax, barley, edible beans; we are very fortunate that we’re 
not doing corn/soybean rotations, or relying on just one 
commodity,” Tenuta says.

“Our growers can switch over and plant more peas 
in western Manitoba, or put more soybeans in, or switch 
between wheat and canola.”

Economic sustainability, in a Western Canada con-
text, depends on environmental sustainability. In other 
words, diversity of crop inputs is crucial when it comes 
to maintaining the quality of the soil, and for managing 
where and how each crop is produced.

By Julienne Isaacs

Foraging  
for better soils

If you aren’t growing forages, 
can you really say you’re 
farming sustainably?

crops Guide

I’m not saying you 
can’t be sustainable 

without perennials, because 
somebody somewhere will 
prove us wrong, but it will be 
easier if you have perennials 
in the system.”

Mario Tenuta



Farming with forages
Forages have long been the “poster crop” for soil health — with good 
reason. Their contribution to soil health and soil fertility is stunning. 
There are improvements in soil structure, improved drainage and 
water holding capacity, higher rates of carbon allocation into the soil, 
reduction in erosion losses, deeper rooting systems that reduce sali-
nization, and improved nitrogen fixation (with alfalfa and legumes), 
plus a host of other ecological goods and services.

For Jeff Schoenau, professor of soil science at the University of 
Saskatchewan, forages are key to maintaining soil organic matter 
and soil quality, and they also offer permanent, protective cover for 
problem soils.

Schoenau’s research team has looked at the effect of putting 
marginal, annually cropped land into permanent cover. They’ve also 
looked at the effects of adding short-term forages to the rotation.

“Forage mixes that contain a legume, like alfalfa or clover, can fix 
nitrogen from the air, and that’s an external input of nitrogen into 
the system that benefits the forage and the soil, and that replaces 
fertilizer,” he says. “In work I’ve been involved with, we’ve seen some 
significant fertilizer nitrogen replacement values — even for a short 
time, such as two years of alfalfa or two years of red clover.”

Not surprisingly, Schoenau and Tenuta both recommend farming 
with forages. But they warn producers not to expect a silver bullet.

“We recommend growing perennial forages, but if everybody fol-
lowed our recommendation we’d have more forages than we could deal 
with — there would be no value to it. So this is the issue,” says Tenuta.

Marketing is the age-old problem with forages. “There is a ten-
dency to move to straight grain or straight livestock these days, while I 
think a mixed farm operation with annual crops and livestock makes 
it the easiest to incorporate those forages into rotation with annual 
crops. For grain farmers, time and equipment constraints can make 
it challenging to harvest that forage and put up the bales, and then 
you’ve got to market it as well,” says Schoenau.

Farming without forages?
Can farmers farm sustainably without forages in the rotation? Tenu-
ta’s response is that it’s much easier with forages in the rotation — as 
long as there is a market.

If farmers stick only with annual crops, their task will be much 
tougher in the long run, because the soil will be “pushed” on an 
annual basis, and the soil will be bare in the spring and fall.

Tenuta says there are some options for growers who are look-
ing to improve sustainability practices, especially if they find 
ways to farm in the “shoulder” seasons in the spring and fall. 
Key options includes cover cropping by either relay cropping or 
underseeding crops.

“I’m not saying you can’t be sustainable without perennials, 
because somebody somewhere will prove us wrong, but it will be eas-
ier if you have perennials in the system, particularly because the qual-
ity of the soil will be better when you produce annuals,” Tenuta says.

“In prairie Canada, our production systems have to change. Our 
systems don’t look like they did 20 years ago. For growers, this means 
they’ll need to be learning constantly and be open to change — new 
crops, new soil management practices, new ways of producing food,” 
says Tenuta.

And for the research community, Tenuta believes there should 
be an infusion of investment into winter wheat as well as perennial 
wheat and grains. 

“It’s a very, very minor investment to date,” Tenuta says. “If we put 
our brains to it, we could make some decent strides.”  CG
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Y
ou sprayed 10 days ago and yet that patch 
of wild oats is still thriving. So you do what 
farmers across the Prairies do in this situ-
ation: take a sample and send it in to the 

Crop Protection Lab (CPL) in Regina and wait.
Depending on the problem, some answers come in 

just a few weeks. But sometimes you wait months to find 
out what exactly is going on with those weeds, unable to 
make an informed management decision until you do. 

Hugh Beckie, research scientist with Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) explains why. 

“The Crop Protection Lab only has facilities to do 
soil-less tests, so they can only do certain tests, such 
as Group 1 FOP and DIM tests — so any Group 2 or 
Group 1 DEN tests had to be done here,” he says, refer-
ring to AAFC in Saskatoon. 

Those tests take time because, Beckie says, AAFC 
uses traditional screening methods (growing suspect 
seeds in pots in greenhouses and spraying the resulting 
plants), in order to have standardized data on the depth 
and breadth of the resistance situation across the West. 
Add to that the sheer volume of samples sent in for test-
ing — over 400 in the last crop season alone — and you 
can see where bottlenecks can occur.

But as herbicide resistance spreads and becomes more 
complex, there will only be more samples, and farmers will 
need timely answers on all suspected weed populations so 
they can make timely management decisions. 

With funding from Western Grains Research Foun-
dation (WGRF), SaskPulse and Saskatchewan’s Agri-
culture Development Fund (ADF), Beckie, along with 
Jeff Schoenau and Anna Szmigielski at the University of 
Saskatchewan, set out to see if they could develop some 
testing methods that would help speed things up a bit.

Groups and classes
First, though, let’s start with a quick primer on the 
nuances of herbicide groups. Farmers already know that 
herbicide groups are based on modes of action. But within 
each group, there can be smaller chemical families known 
as classes — they all kill weeds using the same basic bio-
logical approach, they just do it slightly differently. 

Group 1 herbicides have three classes: DIM 
(clethodim, sethoxydim), FOP (fenoxaprop, clodin-
afop) and DEN (pinoxaden). Group 2 herbicides have 
five classes. 

Rapid assays to detect Group 1 FOP and DIM resis-
tance in wild oats and green foxtail already exist and are 
being used at the CPL in Regina — those are the results 
you get back quickly. The task that Beckie, Szmigielski 
and Schoenau set themselves was to develop new test 
protocols for Group 1 DEN and the Group 2 classes on 
key problematic grass and broadleaf weeds (wild oats, 
green foxtail, cleavers and wild mustard).

“Developing the DEN test was fairly straightfor-
ward because we were able to adapt it from FOP and 
DIM tests,” says Beckie. Researchers experimented to 
determine which parameters worked best, such as what 
herbicide concentrations were the best indicators of 
resistance and of susceptibility (equally important infor-
mation for farmers), but essentially, the new rapid DEN 
tests they developed use the same methodology as exist-
ing tests for other Group 1 classes. 

Weeds in a pouch
The Group 2 tests were a different kettle of fish. The 
soil-less testing methods used to successfully develop 
Group 1 rapid bioassays didn’t work for the Group 2 
classes, so Szmigielski and Schoenau began to look at a 
soil-based protocol called the soil pouch assay. 

“It’s still soil, but much less than we’d use in the 
greenhouse work,” says Beckie. “It’s quite a departure 
from the past in terms of resistance testing.”

By Claire Stanfield  /  For the WGRF

Faster herbicide testing
WGRF-funded research offers a rapid test to determine whether

your weed escapes are Group-2 herbicide resistant

Thanks to  

the Canadian 

breakthrough, weeks 

are being shaved off 

the time it takes to 

get the results from 

some Group 2 

resistance tests.



In a nutshell, a mere 50 grams 
of soil, moistened and spiked with 
a Group 2 active, is put in a small 
bag. Suspected weed seeds (in this 
case, cleavers and wild mustard) are 
planted two mm deep, and the bags 
hang upright on a frame allowing 
the seedlings to grow as they would 
in a field. After a few days, the plants 
are taken out, the soil is washed 
away and the roots are examined. 
Root length inhibition — how long 
the roots grow in the spiked soil — 
is an accurate indicator of herbicide 
resistance or susceptibility.

As with the soil-less tests, the U 
of S team experimented to find the 
parameters that would ultimately 
define the final testing method: her-
bicide concentration (different for 
each class within Group 2), number 
of seeds per bag, optimum number 
of days for growth, and so on. 

At the end of the three-year 
study, the team had successfully 
developed a rapid assay for Group 2  

resistance in wild mustard and 
cleavers. “It’s a mixed blessing,” says 
Beckie. “This test is likely adapt-
able to other broadleaf weeds, but 
we didn’t get it to work well on wild 
oats, so we’ll keep working on that.” 

Even so, he says the Group 2 
rapid assay is a game changer. 

“The Group 1 assay is really an 
extension of existing tests,” he says. 
“The real breakthrough was in the 
Group 2 tests because, worldwide, 
there isn’t a Group 2 quick assay, 
and that’s what most resistance 
cases are worldwide — Group 2. 
It’s a landmark in research. I’m 
sure it’s going to be adapted and 
adopted around the world.”

The new rapid assays are ready 
to go now, says Beckie. “There will 
be a more rapid turnaround time 
from when farmers submit a sam-
ple to when they get a result, and 
that’s the most important benefit,” 
he says. “The cost should also come 
down.”  CG

wgrf

WGRF is a farmer-funded and 

directed non-profit 

organization investing in 

agricultural research that 

benefits producers in 

Western Canada. For over 30 

years the WGRF board has 

given producers a voice in 

agricultural research funding 

decisions. WGRF manages an 

Endowment Fund and the 

wheat and barley variety 

development checkoff funds, 

investing over $14 million 

annually into variety 

development and field crop 

research. WGRF brings the 

research spending power of 

all farmers in Western 

Canada together, maximizing 

the returns they see from 

crop research.

A hopper full of 
best-in-class technology.
Through Western Grains Research Foundation, producers 
have helped fund research and development for more than 
200 varieties of wheat and barley. You most likely recognize 
more than a few of them, and you’ve probably had some 
success growing several of them too. Western Grains Research 
Foundation is a producer-funded and producer-directed 
organization. Working together, we produce some of the 
world’s finest and most technologically advanced grains. 

     @westerngrains
westerngrains.com
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K
en Munro’s sprayer clean-out strategy is to 
send tank cleaner wherever the chemical goes.

“We start at the chemical inductor and 
go from there,” says Munro, who farms and 

works at Central Alberta Co-op’s Green Way Agro Cen-
tre in Innisfail. Just cleaning the tank isn’t good enough.

Sprayer specialist Tom Wolf — @nozzle_guy — 
echoed this with a Twitter message: “(It’s) important to 
think of the whole sprayer. Tank, hoses, valves, screens, 
boom ends, dual-flow plumbing. We found that surface 
area of plumbing is about one-third of tank wall area. 
Significant, but can’t see it.”

Munro is reminded pretty much every year of the 
value of his complete clean-out policy. In 2015, a Co-op 
customer of his had been spraying PrePass (Groups 2 
and 9) ahead of a cereal crop. The next time he used the 
sprayer was to apply straight Assure on canola with a 
grassy weed problem. Interestingly, the damage — which 
became obvious a few days later — occurred only on the 
last 10 acres or so of the first tank.

So what happened? “The sprayer had a front load 
and side load system, and we figure the side load didn’t 
get flushed,” Munro says. “Once the tank level dropped 
below the side inlet, the Group 2 residue dropped back 
into the tank.”

Complete clean-outs can seem like too much time to 
spend between jobs, but Keith Gabert, agronomy spe-
cialist with the Canola Council of Canada, says it’s a job 
that has to be done. “Herbicide injury caused by sprayer 
contamination is preventable,” he says. “You just have to 
take the time.”

Time savers
Set up a clean water source on board the sprayer with 
its own pump that only ever handles clean water and 
tank cleaning solution. Then use that clean water source 
strategically.

“Multiple smaller flushes have proven more effective 
than one large flush,” Gabert says. For example, two washes 
with 70 gallons each or three with 30 gallons each are 

By Jay Whetter  /  Canola Council of Canada

Where chem goes,  
clean those
When it comes to cleaning sprayers, the tank is just one target. 
Here are a few tips for better, faster clean-outs

crops Guide

Except for a few 

living plants in this 

missed patch 

(foreground), 

sprayer tank 

residue knocked 

back a huge area of 

this canola field. 

Photo: Keith Gabert



just as effective as a single 600-gallon 
wash — and use way less water.

Munro uses three small rinses: 
water, then water plus ammonia-
based cleaner, then water again. 

“We start at the inductor, cycling 
clean water through there then to 
the sprayer. The sprayer cycles that 
water for 10 to 15 minutes, then we 
spray it out in the field,” Munro says. 
“While that is happening, we reload 
the inductor with water and Finish 
(cleaning agent) and cycle that in the 
inductor while the sprayer is cycling 
the water,  and so on.”

Continuous rinsing
Continuous rinsing is another idea 
gaining traction in Europe. Tom 
Wolf and his mates describe the 
concept in the article “Continuous 
rinsing” at their sprayers101.com 
website. Continuous rinsing works 
like this:

As soon as the tank is empty, the 
operator switches on the dedicated 
clean water pump to deliver clean 
water through the tank’s wash-down 
nozzles. The main product pump 

then delivers the wash-down liquid 
to the boom and return lines.

“Because the clean water pump 
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and your future with this informative video series 
from Farm Credit Canada.
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  Greg Peterson, from Peterson Farm Brothers, discusses his success 
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Watch AgCanada TV and be inspired

Start watching: www.agcanada.com/video

FCC Chief Agricultural Economist, J.P. 
Gervais, explains the predicted ups and 
downs of the 2016 Canadian economy and 
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Watch all 
the episodes 

Now!

Group 2 residue in 

the sprayer after 

spraying beans did 

some noticeable 

damage to these 

canola plants. 
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will deliver less than the boom flow, the cleaning mixture is delivered 
somewhat intermittently. We are told that this helps with the cleaning 
action of the lines,” the article says.

Once the clean water tank is empty, the pressure drops again for 
the final time and the tank rinsate is now very dilute.

Continuous rinsing takes only about half as long as the batch 
mode, according to testing in Europe. It also uses less water. And, 
as the article says, “the sprayer never has to stop, and the operator 
never dismounts.”

While this European technology will need some adjustment for 
the size of North American sprayers, Wolf does see continuous rins-
ing as a positive development to save time and water and to take 
some of the pain out of tank clean-out.

Another time saver is the Hypro Express boom end cap. This is 
described in another recommended sprayers101.com article called 
“Top sprayer retrofits.”

The few inches of boom between the last nozzle and the boom 
end can trap spray water, and Wolf ’s research has shown these areas 
are not easily rinsed clean. That is why many sprayer operators have 
retrofitted their sprayers with “jobber ball valves” at all boom ends, as 
Gabert describes them.

Hypro’s Express boom end cap is an alternative to the ball valves. 
It allows the last nozzle body to be mounted right at the end of the 
boom so there’s no extra space for spray water to hide. As a bonus, 
the end cap also bleeds off any air bubbles in the line. This isn’t really 
a clean-out issue, but it does improve spray on-off precision — 
which is particularly useful for sectional control.

Other tips to prevent sprayer contamination
•	�Spray immediately after filling and spray until the tank is empty. 

When some herbicides, particularly Group 2s, are left in the tank 
for extended periods, they can leave deposits that, if not cleaned out 
well, may come back into the spray solution in subsequent sprays. 
And some herbicides and their surfactants, Liberty for one, can be 
very good at lifting herbicide residues from tank walls and sprayer 
plumbing. The longer such products are in the tank, i.e. during a 
rain delay or breakdown, the more scrubbing they could do.

•	�Look for solid herbicide residue. Some herbicides may precipitate 
out of solution and many dry herbicides use clay as a carrier. 
These particles can become trapped in some parts of the sprayer 
or plumbing. Visual inspection can identify these problem areas 
and ensure that they are cleaned properly.

•	��Check filters and nozzle bodies. Nozzle screens and in-line filters 
can be a significant reservoir for undiluted or undissolved herbicide 
and are too often overlooked in sprayer decontamination. Remove 
all filters and nozzle screens and thoroughly clean in fresh water. 
Run clean water through plumbing leading to the screens. When 
rinsing the boom, rotate through all nozzles in a multiple body.

To speed this along, Munro keeps a clean set of filters in a five-
gallon pail of water and Finish cleaning agent. He puts the clean 
filters on when clean-out is done, then puts the old set of filters into 
the cleaned pail for next time.

•	� Use a tank-cleaning additive with the rinse water. Check product 
labels to see which cleaner is recommended. For some, ammonia 
alone is enough. For some, a detergent (surfactant) alone is enough. 
For others, a combination of both is required.  CG

Jay Whetter is communications manager for the Canola Council of Canada. 
For more sprayer performance tips, go to www.canolawatch.org and look under 
the “Weeds” heading.
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How to ID a sprayer contamination issue
It takes days or weeks to identify a spray tank contamination 
issue because operators rarely notice anything amiss during 
application. The problem isn’t apparent until plants start 
to show symptoms. Here are some clues to look for:

• �Misshapen growth. Look for stunted growth on leaves and 
roots, leathery leaves, twisted stems, clumpy root hairs or 
otherwise odd root development. Note that these symptoms 
can also result from herbicide carryover in the field.

• �Patterns in the field. Look for damage that starts off severe 
then gets progressively less and finally ends after a few sprayer 
passes. This indicates something left over in the booms and 
filters that was sprayed out within the first few passes.

Patterns that clearly relate to this year’s sprayer passes 
are caused by sprayer contamination, spray conditions 
or product selection issues. If damage is across the 
whole field but is lower in corners where the boom 
moved faster and deposited less product or is lower (or 
non-existent) in sprayer misses, this indicates a spray 
tank contamination that affected the whole load.

Note that in some cases crop damage may not 
occur until the operator uses an active ingredient or 
surfactant particularly good at scrubbing. This could 
be many loads after the original contamination.

Hypro’s Express boom end cap allows the last nozzle body to be 

mounted right at the end of the boom so there’s no extra space for 

spray water to hide.
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L
ast February the Prairie Grain Development 
Committee recommended registration of 
crop lines that included 27 new wheat vari-
eties. Technical staff  from the Canadian 

International Grains Institute participated on quality 
evaluation teams involved in the recommendations, 
representing end-use interests of customers of Canadian 
grains from around the world.

“The annual meeting is designed to evaluate data 
generated on candidate cultivars developed by plant 
breeders and move them forward through the regis-
tration process, ultimately recommending them for 
registration if they meet the required quality criteria,” 
says Elaine Sopiwnyk, Cigi’s director of grain quality. 
Recommendations were also made for registering lines 
of pulses, oats, barley, flax and canary seed.

Four committees are responsible for the testing, 
evaluation and recommendation of grain crop candi-
date cultivars for registration in Western Canada. This 
includes the Prairie Recommending Committee for 
Wheat, Rye and Triticale comprising three teams cover-
ing quality, disease and agronomics.

“Five technical staff from Cigi are involved in the 
wheat quality side as are representatives from the Cana-
dian Grain Commission (CGC), industry and universi-

ties,” Sopiwnyk says, noting that Cigi conducts analytical 
testing and evaluation of end-product quality in baking 
and noodles or pasta.

Cigi CEO JoAnne Buth says that Cigi represents the 
end-use customer at the table. 

“Staff voice their expertise when it comes to how 
the varieties perform in bread, pasta and noodles. Their 
understanding of the quality parameters and end-use 
customers are the strengths that we bring.”

Once a line is recommended for registration the 
breeder can submit it to the Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency which oversees the variety registration process, 
and then the CGC will place the variety in the appropri-
ate wheat class.

New wheat class
This year a focus of the meeting was on the new milling 
wheat class established by the CGC — Canadian Northern 
Hard Red (CNHR) — which takes effect August 1, 2016, 
Sopiwnyk says. “This was part of the wheat class mod-
ernization strategy. In order to improve the quality and 
consistency within the CWRS class, wheat varieties with 
weaker gluten strength will be removed from CWRS and 
moved into CNHR.”

She says that even after a variety is recommended, it 
will take a number of years before suitable seed quanti-
ties are available and the variety is taken up by producers 
to represent any significant proportion of crop produc-
tion in Western Canada.

Buth adds the recommending process may take 
time but it is important to provide farmers with the 
best wheat varieties possible while meeting customer 
needs.

This year Cigi also participated on the quality evalu-
ation subcommittee of the Prairie Recommending Com-
mittee for Pulses and Special Crops which recommended 
for registration 14 lines of peas, beans and lentils, in 
addition to one line of canary seed.

“Our presence on the committee is important as the 
Cigi pulse team carries out work related to seed quality 
from processing through to end-product utilization,” 
says Peter Frohlich, project manager of pulses and special 
crops at Cigi. “Because we undertake pulse ingredient 
development and processing we have a strong connec-
tion with the end-users.”

Frohlich says this year offered some excellent pre-
sentations and other discussion focused on the impor-
tance of protein levels in pulses, specifically in peas 
going into the market.

“Traditionally there’s been a huge focus on yield 
when coming up with new varieties which makes sense 
as higher-yielding varieties will generate more profit. 
However, with higher yields you also lose a little bit on 
the quantity of protein. And one of the main reasons 
pulse flour is used as an ingredient is for the nutritional 
aspect which includes protein.”

Frohlich says that producers want to grow the best 
pulse varieties possible and that breeders aim to make 
sure they are satisfied with the lines available to them.  CG

Showing how  
they perform
Cigi represents the end-use customer  
at the table when new varieties are being 
considered for registration
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Dozens of prospective varieties are sampled for milling and 

baking characteristics before they can be recommended to 

become part of a Canadian wheat class.

By Ellen Goodman  /  CigI



British Columbia
• �June 12-18: Pleasant with warm temperatures. Isolated 

coastal showers, a few thunderstorms east and north.

• �June 19-25: Mainly sunny apart from spotty showers 

or thundershowers. Highs in the 20s west, 30s in the 

Interior. 

• �June 26-July 2: Warm and mainly sunny aside from 

passing showers and isolated thundershowers inland. 

• �July 3-9: Warm to often hot. Sunny other than some 

shower or thundershower activity on one or two days.

• �July 10-16: Hot and quite dry in the Interior. Hot else-

where with showers or thundershowers here and there.  

• �July 17-23: Sunny, warm with scattered showers west 

and north, hot and mostly dry eastern regions.

• �July 24-30: Sunny with isolated thundershowers inland, 

scattered coastal showers. Highs in the 20s west, 30s east.

• �July 31-Aug. 6: Dry in the Interior aside from spotty 

thundershowers. Warm elsewhere with scattered showers.

Alberta
• �June 12-18: Sunny and warm overall but showers and 

isolated heavier thunderstorms on a couple of days. 

• �June 19-25: Seasonable to warm with a couple of 

hotter days and heavier thunderstorms here and there. 

• �June 26-July 2: Hot most days under sunshine but look 

for scattered thunderstorms on two or three occasions.

• �July 3-9: Generally sunny and hot but expect passing 

thunderstorms from time to time, heavy in places. 

• �July 10-16: Sunny and warm to hot. A couple of more 

humid days trigger locally heavy thunderstorms.

• �July 17-23: Seasonable to hot temperatures dominate 

under sunshine. Scattered thunderstorms in a few regions.                            

• �July 24-30: Pleasant and warm on many days aside 

from  thunderstorm activity in a few regions. 

• �July 31-Aug. 6: Comfortable temperatures and gener-

ally settled but look for passing thunderstorms on a 

couple of days.

Saskatchewan
• �June 12-18: Changeable temperatures. Sunny apart 

from scattered showers or heavier thunderstorms.

• �June 19-25: Warm under sunshine but showers or 

thunderstorms on two or three occasions, some pos-

sibly severe.

• �June 26-July 2: Sunny skies with frequently hot tem-

peratures. More humid days set off thunderstorms.

• �July 3-9: Often hot and at times humid under sunny skies. 

Scattered thunderstorm activity on a couple of days.

• �July 10-16: Heavier thunderstorms develop here and 

there. Otherwise sunny and hot on most days.

• �July 17-23: Sunny and settled aside from passing 

showers or heavier thunderstorms on a couple of days.

• �July 24-30: Seasonable to occasionally hot and mainly 

sunny. Scattered thunderstorms in a few regions.

• �July 31-Aug. 6: Pleasant temperatures, often in the 

20s under sunshine. Isolated heavy thunderstorms.

Manitoba
• �June 12-18: Temperatures fluctuate. Occasional brisk 

winds. Sunny apart from scattered, heavier thunderstorms.

• �June 19-25: Sunny, seasonable but a couple of more 

humid days set off thunderstorms, risk severe in places.

• �June 26-July 2: Sunshine dominates with highs in the 20s 

but a couple of hot, humid days set off thunderstorms.

• �July 3-9: Sunny, hot, humid on many days aside from 

passing heavy thunderstorms in a few localities.

• �July 10-16: Heavy thunderstorms occur in spots. Oth-

erwise sunny and hot temperatures will dominate.

• �July 17-23: Highs in the 20s, some 30s. Sunny with 

scattered thunderstorms, risk of heavy in a few areas.  

• �July 24-30: Mostly sunny except for thundershowers 

here and there. Seasonable to occasionally hot.

• �July 31-Aug. 6: Sunny with comfortable tempera-

tures. A couple of hotter days set off isolated  heavy 

thunderstorms.

National 
highlights
June 12 through July to 
August 6, 2016

Hot and relatively dry weather 
is expected to bake British 
Columbia and most of Alberta 
this summer. Computer 
models indicate that across 
the rest of Canada, warm, 
settled conditions will 
dominate the summer 
weather picture. This pleasant 
pattern will be interrupted 
from time to time with 
scattered showers or 
thunderstorms, some of which 
could produce locally heavy 
downpours, hail and strong 
winds. Overall, however, 
rainfall from the eastern 
Prairies eastward to the 
Maritimes should average 
close to normal.
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June 12 - July - August 6, 2016
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NEAR NORMAL MILDER THAN NORMAL

Prepared by meteorologist 
Larry Romaniuk of Weatherite 
Services. Forecasts should be 
80 per cent accurate for your 
area; expect variations by a 
day or two due to changeable 
speed of weather systems.



CANADIAN FORAGE & GRASSLAND ASSOCIATION  
www.canadianfga.ca 

The Canadian Forage and Grasslands 
Association is online with a newly 

refreshed website and online resource. 
Connect with CFGA on Twitter 

@CFGA_ACPF and on Facebook! 

As we head into the start of spring, it’s 
important to consider this year’s forage 
and pasture management strategy. For 
producers hoping to sow new � elds, 
sourcing feed may be a hurdle this year, 
as some experts are forecasting rising 
prices in much of Canada. For those 
with well-established crops, this year 
might be the time to start thinking 
about increasing paddock numbers 
to promote healthy grasslands.

To start the spring o�  right, it’s 
important to have patience. There’s an 
old adage that for each day of grazing 
before pasture is ready, managers 
sacri� ce three days of grazing in the 
fall. Ideally, livestock will be given 
pasture stockpiled speci� cally for 
spring use. The � rst grazing of other 
pastures should begin when there 
is at least six inches of growth.

Using carrying capacity assessments 
of paddocks as a guide, producers 
can begin to hash out the season’s 
grazing plans, making sure to allow 
for su   cient rest periods. Rest periods 
allow plants to recover from the loss 

of their shoots as well as their roots. 
When plants are stressed by overgrazing 
or drought, rest periods will need to 
be lengthened, and, in severe cases, 
producers might need to consider de-
stocking or � nding other forage sources.

A well-managed pasture is an asset 
to any forage producer, providing an 
environment suitable to a diverse range 
of microorganisms, whose primary role 
is to break down � bre and other organic 
matter, and eventually create humus. 
Healthy forage and pasture stands have 
a lower risk of erosion and compaction, 
increased nutrient storage, and better 
water in� ltration and soil moisture 
capacity. In addition, healthy humus 
levels increase nutrient availability, 
lower leaching potential, absorb water 
and increase the oxygen in the soil.

If you decide this year you’re going to 
focus on soil improvement through 
grazing or harvesting strategies, make 
sure you evaluate the progress. Take 
soil tests. Document changes through 
repeat photos of the same area. The 
transition might just surprise you.

This Growing Season: 
Graze Grass Up
As many graziers will attest, healthy forage 
makes for healthy pocketbooks. 



E
very decision we make is influenced by our 
perception of the world around us. This is 
especially true in farming. Whether it’s which 
crops to plant or when to sell, many of our 

management decisions are based more on our personal 
perceptions than on hard facts.

But what if our perceptions are wrong?
This question has haunted me since I returned from 

spending the last half of March in China. The country I 
visited was not the starving, hard-line, socialist society I 
had expected to see. In fact, when comparing their coun-
try with Canada, I was told repeatedly by guides and citi-
zens that “Canada is more socialist than China!”

This divergence between Canadian farmers’ percep-
tions of China and the reality of Chinese agriculture 
could do serious damage to agriculture in Canada.

In 1908, the Canadian government published “Can-
ada: The Granary of the World,” and to this day, many 
Canadians believe the Prairies to be a major producer 
and the “breadbasket of the world.”

As farmers, we have believed the claims that Cana-
dian agriculture is essential to feeding the growing popu-
lation of the world. And many of us believe the Asian 
market is a kind of guarantee of our future farm pros-
perity.

So is Canada really the huge supplier to the world as 
such statements would have us believe?

Unfortunately, no!
In 2015, Canada ranked sixth in the world in wheat 

production with 27.6 MMT. That same year, China, 
which ranks second globally, produced more than four 
times as much (130.19 MMT).

China also ranked second (behind the U.S.) in world 
production of corn (224.6 MMT). Canada didn’t even 
make the top 10 on that list, growing only 13.6 MMT.

Even though Canada prides itself on being the lead-
ing producer of canola in the world, China’s rapeseed 
production exceeds our canola crop. In fact, if all oilseed 

crops are combined, China’s oilseed production exceeds 
all Canadian and U.S. oilseed production combined. 
Indeed, Canada trails most oilseed exporting nations in 
total oilseed production. 

Productivity
Some Canadian farmers may counter that while as a 
country we may not produce as much as China, surely 
we are more productive. Or are we?

A 2014 Statistics Canada comparison of Canada and 
Chinese agriculture reveals while the total land masses of 
Canada and China are similar, China has about twice as 
much farmland as Canada (13.9 per cent of China’s total 
area is farmed compared to the 7.3 per cent of Canada 
which is cropped).

In 2012, China grew about 590 MMT of grains. In 
2013, a record year for Canadian grain production, our 
handling system struggled with about 80 MMT. Dividing 
total production by area, Chinese agriculture is far more 
productive than Canadian farms.

This can be explained by their much more intensive 
farming system, with 60 per cent of the agricultural land 
in China irrigated compared to less than one percent in 
Canada. This is even more amazing considering China 
has only about five per cent of the world’s fresh water 
and Canada has approximately 25 per cent.

In southern China, the temperate climate enables 
farmers to plant two or more crops per year. Addition-
ally, I saw fields where farmers were intercropping, often 
growing rapeseed amongst orchids.

Every arable inch of land there is cropped; even in 
urban areas you can find lot-sized fields. Vast areas are 
covered with greenhouses. And while we pride ourselves 
on yield maximization, there is a much higher use of fer-
tilizers and crop inputs in China.

Those small farms
Farm size is the biggest difference between Canadian 
and Chinese agriculture. China, with a population of 
1.4 billion people has only 0.03 ha of arable land per 
citizen, while our 36 million Canadians have 0.5 ha per 
person.

There are about 230,000 farms in Canada with the 
average farm size of 291 ha.

China by contrast has over 300 million farmers with 
an average farm size of just 0.55 ha.

Most Chinese people I talked to simply could not 
believe that the average farm size in Canada is over 500 
times that in China, and they were even more skeptical 
when I described the size of large prairie grain farms.

So of course, given farm size, Canadian farmers 
must be more efficient than Chinese farmers, right? 
Unfortunately, I cannot find hard data to support this 
perception. 

Yes, we grow more tonnes per farmer, but are we 
doing it more efficiently? Is the total cost of our highly 
mechanized, low-labour, export-oriented farming sys-
tem truly less than the labour-intensive, small-scale, local 

A farmer in 

China
Unfortunately for our 
markets, what I saw 
convinced me that China’s 
plan to feed itself has a real 
chance of succeeding
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agriculture practiced by Chinese 
farmers?

We need a true cost per kilogram 
of food produced at port position 
in all major producing countries 
before we can really know how effi-
cient our agriculture is compared to 
other exporting countries and dif-
ferent agricultural systems.

We need to know how much of 
their total food production costs in 
each country are actually covered 
by the taxpayer through direct or 
indirect subsidies, and we need to 
know what costs have been external-
ized and are being paid for by the 
taxpayer instead of the farmer.

In fact, economists could take 
such an analysis a step further. 
While farmers pride themselves on 
feeding the world, a better descrip-
tion of today’s farming might be 
harvesting solar energy. Given that 
40 per cent of the U.S. corn crop is 
now converted into fuel (as are sig-
nificant portions of its oilseeds and 
sugarcane), it would be interesting 
to compute the net caloric energy 
of agricultural systems. Is the net 
energy harvested through industrial 
agricultural actually greater than 
the traditional small-scale, labour-
intensive agriculture which is still 
dominant in much of the world? 
Based on energy in versus energy 
out, is modern agriculture efficient?

Societal aspects of 
Chinese agriculture

Many Canadians would be surprised 
to learn that communal farms in 
China are no longer the norm. Since 
the early ’80s China has used the 
“Household Responsibility System” 
to allot plots of land to each farm 
household.

Farmers do not own the land; 
they are tenants and pay an annual 
rental fee to the government for the 
right to farm the land. More impor-
tantly, under this system, they are 
free to choose what they will grow 
and how they will market the crops 
from this land.

The Chinese government recog-
nizes its farmers are constrained by 
such small landholdings but at the 
same time it is aware agriculture is 
critical to the livelihoods of nearly 
half of its population.

They also remember the food 
shortages and hunger that were 
prevalent across the country just a 
generation ago. So the Chinese gov-
ernment is one of the most aggres-
sive governments in the world in 
supporting agriculture. China 
subsidizes both farm inputs and 
commodity prices. It places mini-
mal regulations on farmers, and 
it encourages entrepreneurship 
through a very capitalistic market 
economy.

While other countries have 
moved away from government-
owned grain storage, China has 
maintained a huge stockpile of 
grains in case of crop failure and 
also to provide a market for farmers 
in times of surplus production.

Despite all this support, how-
ever, China’s farmers are amongst 
the poorest people in the coun-
try. There is still a mass exodus of 
people moving from rural China to 
the cities searching for a better life. 
Many farmers work in towns and 
cities, returning to the country only 
to plant and harvest their crops.

Young people see limited oppor-
tunities in farming. China is trying 
to combat this trend with special-
ized training and a new designation 
of “professional farmer.” Inroads are 
slowly being made as these educated 
entrepreneurs move away from tra-
ditional crops and plant vegetables 
and fruits destined for nearby cities. 
Fresh produce was widely available 
everywhere I visited in China.

Farms also provide living condi-
tions not available to most people in 
this crowded country. Most farmers 
still live in single family homes or 
row housing in small villages. Sin-
gle family dwellings in the cities are 
only available to the wealthiest. Most 
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city dwellers live in apartments or 
high-rise condominiums. 

Condo prices in the downtown 
core of any major Chinese city are 
surprisingly similar to the cost in 
our major cities. But even though 
Chinese condo owners may have 
paid western prices for ownership 
of a condo, the title is only for a 
maximum of 75 years.

Rural areas are also less impacted 
by the smog, traffic and pollution 
that are overwhelming in so much 
of urban China.

Feeding  
tomorrow’s China

In 1999, the International Insti-
tute for Applied Systems Analy-
sis (IIASA), an Austrian-based 
international research and policy 
organization, completed a multi-
year study of Chinese agriculture 
to determine if China could feed 
itself. Their conclusion was that 
China has both the land and water 
resources required to meet its food 
needs through 2025, provided a 
number of problems are addressed. 
Many of the 10 constraints noted 
in the report have already been 
acted on. And China has taken 
additional steps over and above 
what was noted in this report to 
ensure it has adequate food supply.

In 2013, FCC published a 
report “Canadian Agriculture and 
Agri-Food in the Global Economy 
2013-14.” It looks at the possibili-

ties China offers Canadian agricul-
ture and brings up some important 
information Canadian farmers 
need to consider. The take-home 
message that most Canadian farm-
ers heard was: “China’s expand-
ing economy and increasing levels 
of individual wealth will result in 
increased demand for agriculture 
and agri-food products.”

But that report also stated: 
“One of the Chinese government’s 
main initiatives is to increase agri-
culture productivity and reduce 
rural poverty by improving infra-
structure, increasing subsidies, 
introducing new technology, and 
providing farmers with ownership 
rights for their land.”

That is the message that Cana-
dian producers have either not 
heard or simply ignored.

But make no mistake. China’s 
goal is to feed itself, and it is mak-
ing the investments to ensure this 
happens.

In 2013, a Chinese firm bought 
the world’s largest pork processor, 
Smithfield Foods. The same year, 
China leased seven million acres 
of  Ukraine’s agricultural land. 
Land Matrix, which tracks foreign 
investment in agricultural land, 
lists 100 land leases Chinese com-
panies have made world-wide in 
the last 10 years.

China also leads the world in 
public research in agriculture. 
Most recently, state owned Chem-

China bid $43 billion for the global 
agricultural giant Syngenta.

China is  currently feeding 
nearly a quarter of  the world’s 
population with just seven per cent 
of the globe’s arable land, and it is 
still a net exporter of agricultural 
products. The reply was always the 
same when I asked who will feed 
China in the future: “China will 
feed China.”  

Make no mistake, I am not sug-
gesting that the Chinese agricul-
tural system is superior, or that we 
in Canadian agriculture should 
give up modern farming practices. 
Rather, I am warning producers 
that there is a broad misconception 
about Chinese demand for Cana-
dian agricultural commodities.

There is no question China 
wants quality foods and will con-
tinue to import such. But they also 
want technology, and seed stock, 
and information in order to con-
tinue building their agriculture sec-
tor rather than relying on increasing 
imports of commodities.

The entire premise of free trade 
is that countries will exploit areas 
of comparative advantage. They 
will export goods that they have an 
advantage in producing, and they 
will stop supporting the produc-
tion of products which can be pro-
duced more cheaply elsewhere. Yet 
China firmly believes it must feed 
itself, regardless of the cost, and 
therefore it is bucking the basic 
premise of our free trade agree-
ments.

Further confusing the situa-
tion is the lack of real data on the 
true costs of agricultural systems. 
If Canadian agriculture is, in fact, 
a high-cost producer of commodi-
ties, we have a real problem. Yet 
instead of analyzing actual costs 
of production, we continue on the 
treadmill that modern agriculture 
has become.

But the biggest problem of all is 
that we continue to ignore realities 
that conflict with our perceptions. 

China is a glaring example of 
this. After reading this column, are 
you still so confident that the pros-
perity of your farm is guaranteed 
by a rising middle class halfway 
round the world?  CG
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Get the same up to date agricultural news 
content from Canada’s most trusted  

farming publications DELIVERED FREE 
to your tablet, smartphone or desktop! 

It works on mobile too! 
Scan the QR code with 
your phone to choose 
your free newsletters!

Glacier FarmMedia publications have been 
providing farmers with insight and information 
on agriculture for over 100 years. Our diverse 
family of magazines, newspapers and websites 
cover all aspects of the industry with keen 
insight and award-winning reporting. Everyday 
we deliver the latest agricultural news that 
effects you and your livelihood. 

Now you can get this essential news — from 
the sources you choose — delivered directly to 

your inbox! 

HERE’S HOW:
1. Visit www.freefarmnews.com and 

simply select the newsletters you want 

to receive from the list shown. Choose as 

many as you like!

2. Enter your email and postal code and 

then click the SIGN UP button – it’s that 

easy! You will receive a confirmation 

notice when you’re done.

GET FARM  
FRESH AG NEWS  
DELIVERED  
RIGHT TO  
YOUR INBOX!
SUBSCRIBE TODAY!

Signup today at: www.freefarmnews.com

IT’S EASY to SIGN UP - and FREE! 



I
f you have never heard of the now-extinct Schlüter 
tractor brand, what you need to know is that the 
company produced some famously unique look-
ing machines during its corporate life. Now, this 

was the first opportunity I’d ever had to see a working 
Schlüter tractor, and it came in a city — although still 
on a farm.

That’s because when that chance came to see a 
Schlüter in person, it was on the Gut Karlshof farm in 
Munich, Germany.

“This tractor is over 20 years old,” Alfons Bau-
schmidt, manager of the city’s farming operations said 
as he toured me around the Gut Karlshof farmyard. 
“We have one employee who loves Schlüter tractors. He 
cleans and maintains it with a passion.”

Such passion has greatly extended the life of this 
old tractor, and it mirrors the kind of commitment 
that drives this entire — and also very unique — farm 
operation.

The Gut Karlshof farm site is located well within 
the limits of one of Europe’s fastest growing cities, even 

though it would violate handfuls of bylaws, regulations 
and zoning restrictions almost anywhere in Canada. 
The historic farmyard is located on 273 hectares (675 
acres) of prime agricultural land, and it and nine other 
sites called estates in and around the city add up to 6,300 
acres farmed by the municipal government.

By German standards, such a farm operation is enor-
mous.

“The city of Munich has 10 of these estates,” con-
firmed Bauschmidt. “Two of them are located right 
inside the city and we have an overall agricultural area of 
2,549 hectares. We use 1,762 hectares for our own crops 
or animal husbandry.”

Why would a city defy convention and run its own 
farming operation?

It turns out there are multiple good reasons. To start 
with, the government already needs to maintain a fleet 
of agricultural equipment to maintain its large tracts 
of undeveloped land. Plus, at least one city department 
needs to buy agricultural commodities.

“It’s our job to supply grain and feed to the zoo in 
Munich,” Bauschmidt  explained. “And we also take 
care of green spaces within the city. Most are large-scale 
parks, and we also take care of general areas.”

One remarkable thing about this farm is it gets those 
city maintenance jobs done without the typical drain 
on city budgets. Instead, the farm’s income covers those 
expenses, not to mention supporting 45 employees and 
running in the black.

“Every year we return a small profit to the city,” said 
Bauschmidt.

That “small” profit typically amounts to about 
200,000 euros annually. That’s about C$300,000!

But there is much more behind the logic for hav-
ing this urban farm than a cheap way of getting the 
grass cut in city parks. There is also a unique philoso-
phy here that may be a template for major centres in 
Canada to consider.

Munich’s leaders see a very long list of benefits to be 
had by keeping tractors running around town. Helping 
to maintain a natural ecological balance within the city is 
one of the big ones.

“The landscape of the city is very beautiful, and we 
try to be a model of development for other cities,” said 

In a German city
Could Munich’s urban farm be a model for Canada, helping improve 
quality of life in our cities and narrow the urban-rural divide?
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The sign at the entrance to the City of Munich’s Gut 

Karlshof farmyard is well within the limits of the city.



Bauschmidt. “The maintenance of 
our cultural landscape is impor-
tant. These spaces help provide the 
city with fresh clean air. These areas 
provide urban residents with a bet-
ter climate.”

The micro climate is important; 
on average, the temperature within 
the city centre is six to eight degrees 
hotter than it is at the farmyard, so 
the goal is to provide green spaces to 
soften the extremes.

“It’s also very important to have 

360 hectares of so-called ecological 
balance land. We want to preserve 
the landscape, and there will always 
be agriculture going on in these 
compensation areas to make sure we 
have an ecological balance.”

And if you’re going to operate a 
city farm, why not let the public par-
ticipate and get their hands dirty? To 
help those who don’t have a green 
thumb, the farm even prepares all 
the plots and seeds them before 
turning over maintenance of them to 
“an urban farmer” for a year. 

“Local residents can get a small 
plot of land and do some urban 
gardening,” Bauschmidt continued. 
“We have six such sites where we 
offer 600 plots. We do the tilling and 
planting and hand the plots over to 
the resident who takes over respon-
sibility for his or her plot.

“This is very popular with fami-
lies with small children. That was 
our target group. But it turned out 
there were many other people who 
wanted to get involved as well. Many 
young singles who have a stressful 
job said they wanted to go do some 
gardening when they come home in 
the evening to relax.”

Each plot has 30 or 60 square 
metres. For 30, residents pay 65 
euros (about C$100) per year. That 
includes the seedlings, use of the 
tools and the water supply. People 
just do the maintenance through 
the course of the year. In the fall the 
farm takes over again and prepares 
the plot for next season. 

“People can come back the next 
year,” Bauschmidt added.

For those who don’t want to do 
that much work but still want to get 
some farm-fresh vegetables, the on-
farm store at Gut Karlshof will sell 
them a bag and they can go out into 
one of the farm fields and pick their 
own on harvesting days.

“We always give people the 
opportunity to pick their own pota-
toes on our fields. We use our har-
vesting machinery, people buy a bag 
and pick the potatoes off the field.”

The operation also does a lot 
of direct marketing right from a 
farmyard store, which sells organic 
produce and beef from its feeder 
operation which finishes Simmen-
tal-Fleckvieh-cross cattle. It also sells 
directly to other retailers.

“In recent years we’ve seen a 
growing demand for regional pro-
duce, and organic produce in par-
ticular,” he said. “We work on the 
principle of producing regional, 
healthy foods. We grow wheat, bar-
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ley and all kinds of grains (as well as 
corn, beans and vegetables).

“There are many consum-
ers who want to know where their 
meat comes from, so they come to 
our farm shop. We have 500 feeders 
here. We have a marketing contract 
with a butcher in Munich. Every 
week they take six head. Our most 
well-known buyer is the Oktober-
fest. During those two weeks, the 
equivalent of 110 head are eaten by 
visitors.”

City management hasn’t over-
looked the fact that the farm pro-
vides a golden opportunity to teach 
the urban public about where their 
food comes from.

“Children who grow up in the 
city don’t have much knowledge 

about agriculture,” noted Bau
schmidt. “That’s why our estates 
are open to visits from schools. 
Even adults can come here and 
learn about agriculture. Once or 
twice a year we organize a farm 
festival. We invite farmers to dis-
play and sell their products. Peo-
ple can eat lunch, buy local and 
regional organic products. We usu-
ally get 6,000 to 8,000 visitors. We 
also organize lectures about topics 
being discussed in agriculture, and 
we invite politicians and agricul-
tural experts.”

The farm grows all its own live-
stock feed and uses compost for fer-
tilizer. As well, grass clippings from 
city parks along with some corn and 
grass silage support the farm’s other 

revenue source. “We have a biogas 
facility that has a 590 kilowatt per 
hour capacity,” Bauschmidt pointed 
out. “We produce enough energy to 
supply 1,500 households, and we 
also have solar panels on many of 
our buildings.”

Primarily, however, while these 
economics help the city to farm, 
they don’t explain why it’s involved 
in farming in the first place. Instead, 
the drivers are quality of life and the 
beauty of rural landscape.

“Land is a very important asset 
here, and there are many competing 
demands for it,” Bauschmidt said 
before adding something that many 
Canadian farmers would echo. “You 
cannot preserve the agricultural 
landscape without farming it.”  CG
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to improve 

animal welfare. 

Feeder cattle 

remain primarily 

indoors at  

Gut Karlshof.

A store in the farmyard direct markets organic beef and produce.

Children 
who grow 

up in the city 
don’t have much 
knowledge about 
agriculture.”

Alfons Bauschmidt,  
manager of Munich’s  

farming operations



T
he Indians are crazy for red lentils… poten-
tial sales are incredible,” says Lance Walker, 
head of Lazer Enterprises Inc. in Borden, 
Sask.

Walker was working in a trade show booth as he told 
me this, one of the representatives of the 23 Canadian 
businesses that were participating at the 31st Aahar 
Food Hospitality Trade Fair held in New Delhi in 
March.

Some 872 companies from 22 countries were at the 
show to stimulate Indian demand for their products.

They know that while newspaper headlines can seem 
transfixed on China, India’s economy is booming too. 

According to the World Bank, India’s GDP growth is 
expected to end up at 7.9 per cent this year, enough to 
make it the fastest growing economy on the planet, even 
outpacing the Chinese dragon with its 7.0 per cent.

Although India is the world’s largest pulse producer, 
El Niño weather patterns helped set off consecutive 
droughts in 2014 and 2015 that have put the country 
into a serious deficit for this vital staple food. “India 
produces around 18 million tonnes of pulses but they 
need 22 to 23 million tonnes every year,” says Parthi 
Muthukumarasamy, a specialist in agriculture and agri-
food at the High Commission of Canada. As a result, 
India needs 5.5 million tonnes of pulses, and it needs 
them more or less now.

In 2015, Canada sourced 40 per cent of India’s pulse 
imports, mainly in red lentils and yellow peas. From 
$900 million in 2014, our pulse exports to India jumped 
to $1.5 billion in 2015, marking a 60 per cent increase.

It all means that Lance Walker had real work to do 
at the Aahar Trade Fair. But the Saskatchewan producer 
wasn’t only trying to sell red lentils to his visitors, he 
also welcomed them with samples of canola oil.

India imports US$14 billion in vegetable oil per year 
which makes the country the world’s largest importer. 
Currently it mainly buys palm oil (65 per cent market 
share) from Indonesia, soy oil from Argentina (25 per 
cent) and sunflower oil from Ukraine (15 per cent).

“India is one of the countries that has the highest 
incidence of diabetes and cholesterol,” says Muthu-
kumarasamy, who is working closely with the Canola 
Council of Canada, based in Winnipeg. “If we pro-
mote its health benefits, canola oil could carve itself an 
incredible market share in India.”

Although India’s society is generally strongly 
opposed to GMOs, canola oil has been approved 
because, unlike the plant, the oil itself does not contain 
GM proteins.

Sweet dreams
Standing at his booth, Antoine Pfister has a dream.  
“Imagine if every gulab jamun would be served with 
maple syrup,” he says.

Pfister was hired three years ago to develop the 
Indian market on behalf of the Quebec co-operative, 
Citadelle, the world’s largest maple syrup producer and 
exporter.

Gulab jamun is a small, fried doughnut served with 
syrup, and Indians crave them. There isn’t a neighbour-
hood in New Delhi that doesn’t have its sweet shop. The 
Indian tiger has a sweet tooth!

“We are looking at the high-end markets in the 
megacities such as Dehli, Mumbai and Bangalore,” 
explains Pfister, who is as passionate about maple syrup 
as Walker is about his lentils and canola oil. To Pfister, 
maple syrup is a super-food full of health-building 
natural antioxidants.

India’s economic boom has fostered the growth of a 
new, youthful middle class that travels and that is much 

Feeding the 
Indian tiger

Move over China. Food sales to 
India are set to roar

By Nicolas Mesly

“

Continued ON page 52

Market opportunities range from five million tonnes per 

year of pulses to shipments of maple syrup, says Canadian 

counsellor Parthi Muthukumarasamy. “Canola oil could 

carve itself an incredible market share in India.”
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more health conscious than their 
parents. Current surveys put this 
group at 350 million consumers, 
which is larger than the U.S. popu-
lation.

Muthukumarasamy sees oppor-
tunities for a number of Canadian 
products in India such as malting 
barley, rapeseed mustard, red kid-
ney beans and even seafood such as 
fresh salmon, which is entering now 
from Norway and Scotland. But, he 
warns, “Canadian companies have 
to understand and commit them-
selves to India.”

India is a price-sensitive mar-
ket, he points out, but success also 
hinges on developing personal rela-
tionships.

McCain inspires 
India’s PM?

While in India at the high commis-
sion reception held in honour of 
the Canadian companies attending 
the Aahar Fair, I met Kunai Yadav, 
general manager for McCain Foods 
India.

McCain has been established 
in India since 1990. The company 
has been growing its own potato 
varieties here and processing them 
in its plant located in the state of 
Gujarat.

McCain is the supplier of fast-

food giant McDonald’s, and the 
company is also capitalizing on 
the booming of India’s new middle 
class. Like their Western counter-
parts, young Indian professionals 
have less time to cook, so the easy-
to-prepare McCain frozen samosas 
are scoring big.

The first question Yadav asked 
me, however, was whether I had 
the green light from McCain’s head 
office in Florenceville, New Bruns-
wick, so he could talk to me.

Although I have often tried to 
get an interview and a plant visit, 
none of my recent requests to the 
vice-president, government, pub-
lic relations and corporate affairs 
offices were answered. But Yadav 
was kind enough to respond to a 
key question: does the company 
have trouble ensuring an unbroken 
chain of cold storage facilities for 
its products at every stage from the 
fields to the fork?

“No. We have invested and 
developed our own cold storage 
facilities,” he answered.

It’s a reasonable question, we 
seem to agree, since the country’s 
enormous rate of food loss is often 
in the news, referencing stud-
ies that show up to 40 per cent of 
Indian food rots before it gets to 
consumers.

In fact, India’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi is making food 
processing a national priority. He 
is improving railways, roadways, 
and air navigation, and he is invit-
ing local and foreign companies to 
invest in 42 mega food parks that 
will incorporate processing facili-
ties and modern cold storage.

As Gujarat is Narendra Modi’s 
turf, one can wonder if McCain has 
inspired India’s prime minister to 
replicate the Canadian model to 
other states of India.

BUSINESS
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Quebec co-op 

Citadelle sees a 

world class 

market for 

maple syrup 

and much more.

“Potential sales 

are incredible,” 

says 

Saskatchewan 

farmer Lance 

Walker as he 

works the 

booth at Aahar.



Olymel and McCain’s 
bacon in India

In a separate phone interview,  
Jacques Pomerleau, president of 
Canada Pork International, explains 
his group is seeking a free trade 
agreement with India that would 
allow Canadian pork to enter India, 
mainly by eliminating non-tariff 
barriers.

Inevitably, it raises the expected 
question. Why would he invest his 
time and energy in trying to sell 
pork in a country that is 80 per 
cent vegetarian and 20 per cent 
Muslim?

“Those 1.3 bil lion Indians 
are not all vegetarians by choice,” 
Pomerlau reports after two missions 
to India. “As their income grows, 
they want to eat quality meat, and 
the Muslims are no exception.”

Pomerleau estimates that 60 mil-
lion consumers in India are inter-
ested in eating Olymel or McCain 

bacon. That, he points out, is nearly 
double the Canadian population.

A Canada Pork International 
mission is scheduled next fall with 
the help of Canada’s agriculture 
counsellor, Parthi Muthukuma-
rasamy, to promote Canadian pork 

in high-end hotel chains in major 
cities.

Meanwhile, a growing number 
of farm groups are reaching the 
same conclusion. As the Indian 
tiger awakens, it seems to like the 
taste of Canada.  CG
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Even though 

much of the 

country is Hindu 

or Muslim,  

food analysts 

forecast a big 

jump in pork 

sales.
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GUIDE LIFE    By Helen Lammers-Helps

L
et’s pause for a moment to let this grim statis-
tic sink in. Every six days a woman in Canada 
is murdered by her partner.

Domestic violence is far too prevalent. Just 
in the last five years, more than one million people in 
Canada have reported being either physically or sexually 
assaulted by their partner or spouse. Again, let’s pause 
for a moment to let it sink in… more than one million.

This is a problem that affects all of us. The RCMP 
estimates the direct cost to Canadian society from inju-
ries and chronic health problems caused by abuse at $1 
billion per year, but that doesn’t factor in the social cost 
of adults and children who are traumatized by the vio-
lence and the depression, anxiety, poor physical health, 
substance abuse and suicide that it causes.

While we’d like to think this is an urban problem, and 
that it isn’t happening in farm families or in our rural 
communities, that’s not the reality.

“Domestic violence knows no limits… it transcends 
socio-demographic boundaries,” says Lana Wells, Brenda 
Strafford chair in domestic violence in the faculty of social 
work at the University of Calgary. Wells heads up SHIFT, 
The Project to End Domestic Violence, which focuses on 
preventing domestic violence by working in partnership 
with government, communities, organizations and citizens.

According to the RCMP, domestic violence affects 
people of all ages, rich and poor, and from every cultural 
and educational background. (Most domestic violence is 
inflicted on women by men although there are cases of 
men becoming victims.)

Rural society likes to think of itself as more whole-
some and innocent, but it is not immune.

Sadly, when it comes to supporting domestic violence 
victims, rural residents can be at a disadvantage, accord-
ing to Andrea Silverstone, executive director of PEER 
Support Services for Abused Women (PSSAW) in Cal-

gary. “Rural communities often are not able to provide 
specialized domestic violence services,” Silverstone says. 
“Any services that may be available in rural communities 
are often limited and oversubscribed.”

The first steps
“Domestic violence is a complex, pervasive, costly, yet 
preventable problem,” says Wells.

Stress, gender inequality and exposure to domestic 
violence as a child all increase the risk.

Wells says men who witnessed their fathers inflicting 
violence on their mothers are at higher risk of becoming 
perpetrators and harming their own spouses and partners.

Alcohol can also exacerbate the problem.
Yet there are also factors that can reduce the risk that 

an individual will become abusive, including resiliency 
and good relationship skills.

According to the RCMP, domestic violence has been 
declining, which in itself is proof that relationship abuse 
can be stopped. It also says that changing attitudes, ser-
vices for victims, treatment programs for violent men, 
stronger laws and pro-arrest policies are making a dif-
ference.

Now, governments and community organizations are 
training their resources on primary prevention instead 
of crisis intervention.

After an extensive review of the existing research lit-
erature, Wells and her associates have identified several 
strategies that will address the root causes.

One of these strategies is to involve men and boys in 
promoting gender equality and ending violence. By focus-
ing on equipping men and boys with the knowledge, skills 
and capacities to engage in healthy relationships, domestic 
abuse can be stopped before it starts.

The research backs a multi-pronged approach that 
engages men as role models in working with other men and 

Preventing  
domestic violence
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With funding from the Canadian Women’s Foundation, 
SHIFT worked with the Alberta communities Grande Prairie 
and Medicine Hat to support local service providers and 
community leaders in adopting strategies to prevent 
domestic violence.

Those working in education, health care, and community 
agencies were invited to participate in a series of 
workshops where the latest research findings on domestic 
violence prevention were presented, followed by a 
discussion of how this knowledge could best be integrated 
into the local community.

Over a period of eight months, the program delivered six 
full-day sessions. In an evaluation six months after the 
completion of the project, participants said the project had 
benefitted their individual learning, helped them to 
connect with others working in their community and had 
been translated into strategies for prevention of domestic 
violence in their community, particularly school-based 
healthy relationship programming.

Translating research into action:  
Grande Prairie and Medicine Hat
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boys to promote positive masculinity and as 
violence disruptors.

The research also shows that increased 
positive father involvement is also associ-
ated with lower levels of family conflict and 
violence, and increases the likelihood that 
children will grow up in an emotionally and 
physically safe environment.

It also turns out that men’s emotional 
well-being is improved when they spend 
more time caring for their children. As well, 
boys who have nurturing fathers are less 
likely to use violence against female partners, 
but men can also be positive role models in 
the lives of young boys.

Mechanisms to increase positive male 
parenting can include progressive parental 
leave policies for men, social media cam-
paigns to change norms and behaviours, and 
educational and networking programs to 
support fathers.

To reach out to men and boys, it’s neces-
sary to go to where they congregate, says 
Wells. “We need to go where they work, play, 

learn, worship and socialize. We need to 
infuse content in these settings to develop 
the skills that support gender equality, that 
build healthy relationship skills, that teach 
and reinforce positive and healthy mascu-
linities and that disrupt and stop violence.”

Adolescence is a time when values and 
norms around gender equality are forged. 
Healthy relationship skills can be taught as 
the Fourth R (Relationship) as part of the 
Grade 7 to 9 school curriculum. “By pro-
moting respectful relationships and gen-
der equality, and by building competencies 
in self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills and responsible 
decision-making with young boys and girls, 
dating violence can be stopped,” says Wells.

“We all need to work to prevent violence 
to build a society where abuse of power is 
not tolerated,” the RCMP website says. “By 
seeing intimate partner violence and abuse 
for what it is — a crime — we can all take 
responsibility and work together as a com-
munity to stop the violence.”  CG
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GUIDE LIFE     health By Marie Berry  /  lawyer & pharmacist

L
inked closely with the 
sense of taste, your sense of 
smell often gets taken for 
granted. In general, a quar-

ter of the population have a poor 
sense of taste, half have an average or 
normal sense of taste, and a quarter 
are considered “super” tasters.

Our ability to smell mirrors this 
distribution, although one to two 
per cent of people have no sense of 
smell at all, a condition called anos-
mia. Often, too, the senses of taste 
and smell are individual, meaning 
that what you taste and smell is not 
the same as another person tastes 
or smells in response to the same 
stimulus.

Interestingly, women in general 
have keener senses of smell than do 
men.

When you inhale, olfactory sen-
sory neurons at the rear of your 
nose detect vapourized molecules. 
Depending upon which receptors 
are activated, messages are sent to 
your brain, which then interprets the 
odour as the scent of roses or dirty 
sneakers.

However, the roof of your mouth 
also has olfactory receptors that 
sense molecules released from the 
food that you chew, and again your 
brain distinguishes the smell and 
taste of the food. Genetically there 
are as many as 1,000 different types 

of smell receptors, and humans can 
identify over 10,000 different smells.

Any condition that causes nasal 
congestion, for example the com-
mon cold, influenza or hay fever, 
will have an impact on your sense of 
smell. Ironically, medications applied 
to the nasal passages will also impair 
the activity of olfactory receptors, for 
example decongestant and corticoste-
roid nasal sprays, which are the very 
things used to treat nasal congestion!

Saline nasal sprays, nasal mois-
turizing gels, and nasal douches 
don’t seem to have the same effect 
on your ability to smell.

Some drugs can also cause 
changes in olfactory sensing. The 
“triptan” drugs used to treat 
migraine headaches are examples, 
and in fact some of these drugs 
are administered by nasal spray. 
The cardiovascular drug amioda-
rone; high blood pressure angio-
tensin converting enzyme or ACE 
inhibitors such as ramipril, enala-
pril, lisinopril; and some antibiotics 
like ciprofloxacin can alter not only 
smell but taste as well. Often, this 
adverse reaction is not considered 
important and people tolerate it.

Diseases that affect the nervous 
system also affect your ability to 
smell. Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s 
disease, and schizophrenia are associ-
ated with a reduced sense of smell. 
As you age, you lose some of both 
your ability to smell and to taste, and 
it is thought this is due to a reduc-
tion in the number of receptors (our 
body does have the ability to replace 
olfactory neuron receptors, but the 
numbers may just not be sufficient).

Smoking certainly causes damage 
to olfactory receptors, and once you 
quit you may be surprised at how 

tasty food becomes. Unfortunately, 
for some former smokers, this may 
mean you eat more and gain weight!

Hormonal disturbances, for 
example pregnancy, can alter smell 
receptors making familiar odours 
unbearable, and any nasal growth or 
dental problem can impair smell as 
well as taste. Exposure to chemicals 
or even air pollution can damage 
receptors and your sense of smell, so 
it is important to wear the appropri-
ate mask and other protection when 
dealing with any potentially harmful 
substance that you may inhale.

Your sense of smell is important. 
Smell helps identify potential harm 
such as fire, gas leaks, and rotten 
food. Aromatherapy uses the sense 
of smell to treat psychological and 
physical conditions, and scents such 
as air fresheners, are even used to 
improve productivity and well being 
at home, work and school.

Memory is deeply affected by 
smell and in studies, 65 per cent 
of people can remember a specific 
smell a year after exposure. For 
example, it may just take a whiff of 
baking bread, baby powder, or per-
fume to remember your mother’s 
kitchen, your child, or even your 
aunt and her favourite perfume.  CG

don’t take your 
sense of smell for granted
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Next Issue
No one really wants to talk about constipation, but it is a common condition and if you are affected you can be 
uncomfortable. Next month we’ll talk about constipation, preventing it, and treating it. Until then, don’t think that you 
need a bowel movement each and every day!

Marie Berry is a lawyer/pharmacist 
interested in health and education.

Our brains are able 
to recognize over 

10,000 smells, if we 
keep our olfactory 

system healthy
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E
laine didn’t know her 
iPhone was almost dead 
until she pulled it out 
to check the time. It was 

nearly four. She stopped the trac-
tor while she rummaged through 
her pockets and the backpack she’d 
brought out to the tractor with her. 
No luck. She’d forgotten her char-
ger. She took a look under the buddy 
seat, but her father-in-law Dale, 
hadn’t left a charger in the cab.

Her iPhone battery quit com-
pletely as she was putting the tractor 
back in gear. Oh well, Elaine thought. 
She didn’t need to call anyone. Her 
kids would be fine with her mother-
in-law Donna for the rest of the 
afternoon and Dale had promised to 
take over for her before six, so Elaine 
could take Connor to town for soc-
cer practice. She knew she could rely 
on Dale to show up on time, even 
though he’d muttered something 
about “kids today,” and how he sure 
didn’t remember being driven to 
town to chase balls in the middle of 
seeding when he was young.

Elaine settled back into her rou-
tine of scouting for rocks, gather-
ing them into the rockpicker on 
the front of the tractor, then load-
ing them into a pile on the edge of 
the field so they’d be out of the way 
when the Hansons were harvesting 
the lentils they’d seeded in this field.

This seeding season was a little 
different for the Hansons. Since his 
stroke, Elaine’s grandfather-in-law 
Ed couldn’t do most of the jobs 
he’d usually done. He still drove out 
from town every day, but now he 
was demoted to helping move trucks 
around.

Elaine’s father-in-law Dale Han-
son was doing his best to keep out 
of the air seeder. Last year he’d left a 
long unseeded strip right beside the 
main road. It had shaken his confi-
dence to the point where, this year, 
he would only get in the cab when 
he absolutely had to. Luckily, their 
new employee Mark, had turned out 
to be a pretty capable sprayer opera-
tor. That left Elaine’s husband Jeff 

spending long days running the air 
drill, with Dale and Elaine keeping 
the drill filled and using the smaller 
tractor to run the rockpicker.

Donna looked after Elaine’s 
three-year-old daughter Jenny, 
cooked for everyone, ran for parts, 
and waited in the yard at 4:15 on 
weekdays to greet Elaine’s first-
grader, Connor, when he got off the 
school bus.

The grass in the yard was already 
out of control, so anyone with any 
free time would pull out the mower 
to reclaim a patch of lawn.

It was so busy, the only time 
Elaine really had to think was when 
she was running the rockpicker.

Yesterday, she’d thought too 

much. She’d phoned her sister. “Do 
you think anyone would hire me?”

“Don’t you have enough to do?” 
her sister asked. “When would you 
have time for a job?”

“I don’t want to have a job. 
I want to know I could get a job,” 
Elaine said. “A real job. With co-
workers and lunch breaks.” Then she 
looked down at the ratty sneakers 
she was wearing. “And nice shoes.”

“It’s your own fault you don’t 
wear nice shoes,” her fashion-con-
scious sister said.

“I should get a job where I could 
use my skills. Anybody could drive 
this tractor around looking for 
rocks. The dog could do it. I didn’t 
go to university to do this all day.”

“If you hadn’t gone to university, 
you wouldn’t have met Jeff. And we 
both know you’re very good at all 
the things you’re doing. Download 
some podcasts and quit thinking so 
much while you’re in that tractor,” 
her sister said.

Today, with her phone dead, 
Elaine couldn’t call her sister. 

“Maybe I should run as a board 
member on a farm group,” she 
thought. “But it’s such a long drive 
to Saskatoon. Why do they have to 
meet in Saskatoon?”

She picked up one last rock 
before the tractor came to a halt.

She jolted.
And that’s when she looked at 

the fuel gauge. Empty.

She hadn’t thought to check.
“I should’ve got the dog to do 

this. Buddy would’ve checked the 
gauges,” Elaine berated herself.

She was about to call Ed for a 
ride, when she remembered her 
dead phone. She looked at the 
empty spot in the cab where the 
Hansons had once hung FM radios. 
“No point keeping these around, 
now that everybody has a phone,” 
Jeff had said last summer.

Of course she was almost exactly 
in the middle of a quarter section, as 
far as possible from the nearest road, 
which was really more like a trail. 
If nobody came along, she’d have 

“I should’ve got  
the dog to do this”
Some days on the Hanson farm, there’s a 
smell in the air that just isn’t right
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I might as well learn something,”  
Elaine said. “Show me what to do.”



Reflections    
by Rod Andrews   

retired Anglican bishop

W
hat are your plans for the summer?” The college 
term is over. Our commercial pilot students are free 
until September. They are young, passionate about 
flying and eager to advance their careers in aviation. 

Some will head north and spend the summer loading 45-gallon 
drums, groceries and canoes into float planes. Others will refuel 
crop spay airplanes. Some will linger around the flying school and 
build hours in the air toward an advanced licence. 

The end of a college term brings relief. The students are glad to 
put their books aside and look for summer work. The instructors are 
relieved when marking of tests and essays is done. It is satisfying to 
see how much the students have learned. 

Not all our students will spend their careers flying float planes or 
crop sprayers. Some aspire to fly for airlines. Flying a large airliner is 
an exciting prospect for a student pilot. As a passenger you may have 
concluded flying is not exciting these days. If you have been jostled 
and crammed into a tiny airplane seat you know what I mean. Extra 
fees demanded by the airlines for overweight bags, and tiny bags of 
pretzels that have replaced airline meals, result in grumpy passengers.

Nevertheless, the aviation industry has made incredible advances 
since the Wright brothers built a powered flying machine in their 
bicycle shop in 1903. In the beginning people did not see much 
future for aviation. Flying was for the military and a few barnstorm-
ers. Transoceanic passenger flights did not come into their own until 
after the Second World War. Stops in Greenland, Iceland and Ireland 
for refueling, or waiting for suitable weather, were the norm. Today 
people circumnavigate the globe by air with relative comfort.

Imagine what our ancestors would say if we could tell them 
about our ability to fly from continent to continent with ease and 
frequency. Imagine telling a settler moving his family across the 
continent by wagon train that the trip could be done in a number of 
hours instead of months.

How did you feel the first time you looked out an airplane win-
dow and saw the country sprawling below you? Maybe it was night 
and the lights of cities and towns were twinkling below. If it was 
daytime you could see fields and highways delineating the landscape. 
The lakes and rivers in northern Canada present a fascinating tap-
estry. Did you feel a sense of wonder? Do you remember thinking 
“Wow! This is unbelievable!”?

A flying school where I worked as a flight instructor held a week-
end promotion. A family brought their grandfather for an airplane 
ride. It was his 80th birthday and he had never ridden in an airplane. 
We crammed into a two-seater Cessna with big windows and a great 
view of the countryside below. The elderly man told me he was a 
farmer. I asked where his farm was and headed that way. I will never 
forget the look of wonder and amazement on his face as we circled 
the farmhouse where he had been born and lived his whole life. He 
had walked or driven on every part of his property. Seeing it from 
the air gave him a whole new perspective. 

Along the way, many of us have lost the wonder of things such as 
flying. The only response possible to the gift of life is to be thankful. 
We enjoy amazing things in our unbelievable present. “How clearly 
the sky reveals God’s glory! How plainly it shows what he has done!” 
(Psalm 19:1). 

Suggested Scripture: Psalm 19, Romans 11:33-36 

Rod Andrews is a retired Anglican bishop. He lives in Saskatoon.
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to walk three miles to the main road. From there, she 
could probably hitch a ride for the four miles back to 
the farm.

“At least I’m wearing comfortable shoes,” she 
sighed.

She grabbed her backpack and started off.
It didn’t take her long to trek to the edge of the 

field. From there, she walked about two-thirds of the 
way to the road before Brian Miller’s blue truck pulled 
up beside her. Elaine groaned. “Everybody within 30 
miles will hear about how dumb I am before we get 
the tractor filled,” she thought.

Soon she was on her way out to the field again 
with her father-in-law, in the truck with the fuel tank 
in the back.

“I should’ve checked the gauge,” Elaine told Dale. 
“I’m such a moron.”

“We all should’ve kept an eye,” Dale said. “Ed used 
to keep everything filled with fuel. We didn’t realize 
how much he was doing, before he got sick.”

Dale told Elaine to get in the cab while they bled 
the fuel lines. “You turn the key. I’ll open the bleed 
screws,” he said.

“I’ll take the dirty job,” Elaine said. “It’s my fault 
we’re here, so I might as well learn something. Show 
me what to do.”

Twenty minutes later, the lines were bled, and 
Elaine was soaked.

“You taking a shower?” Dale asked when he came 
down from the cab.

“Very funny,” she said. “The diesel came out the line 
a lot faster than I thought it would. It’s all over me.”

Dale almost managed not to laugh. Then he 
checked his watch. “You better get going if you’re going 
to wash the diesel off you and get Connor to town in 
time for soccer.”

Elaine rushed to the yard to change, feed herself 
and the kids, and drive to town to the soccer pitch.

The coach wasn’t there. “Out seeding,” the other 
parents said. Elaine filled in.

After 30 minutes of drills and exercises, Elaine 
coached Connor’s team to victory, if “victory” can be 
counted as having the most six-year-olds paying atten-
tion to the game. Connor scored a goal when three 
of the kids on the other team bent over to examine a 
caterpillar.

“How do you manage it all?” one of the other 
moms asked her after the game.

Elaine shook her head. “You don’t know the half 
of it.” 

“You do so much on the farm, and with those kids. 
And I wanted to tell you,” the mom went on. “I really 
like your shoes.” Then she looked around, sniffing. 
“But what’s that smell?”  CG

Leeann Minogue is the editor of Grainews, a playwright and 
part of a family grain farm in southeastern Saskatchewan.
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brandt.ca     1-866-427-2638

Brandt’s new 15LP+ Field GrainBelt is the industry’s fastest 15” field belt delivering up 
to 9,000 bu/hr. This revolutionary new design is capable of moving 2,500 bu/hr more than our 
standard 15LP model using the same engine. With a reduced-friction intake design and numerous 
other performance enhancements like larger rollers and bearings, double lip seal intake with 
EZTRAK, increased reach, hopper capacity and fuel capacity, the 15LP+ GrainBelts give you the 
ultimate in performance and efficiency.  That’s Powerful Value. Delivered.

IT BELTS THE COMPETITION.REBATES!
Brandt is celebrating $1billion in 
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hopper is 10" longer to easily 
reach under grain bins.
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The larger 6" drive roller  
eliminates belt slippage.
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MOVING MADE EASY
The 15LP+ is available with EZMOVE 

featuring joystick controlled hydraulic 
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EASY  
MAINTENANCE
Easily change the drive roller 
without removing the belt.

RUN LONGER
The new 43 litre tank has 

72% more capacity than the 
15LP GrainBelts.
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