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It’s hard to 
imagine that 
one small seed 
could hold so much 
promise, but it does. 
And when you consider the 
importance of having a successful 
season, a cereal seed treatment you can 
depend on makes a huge difference to the  
success of your family business. 

With the full support of Raxil® seed treatments you’ll receive  
first-class disease control and a faster, stronger emergence that 
helps your field realize its full potential. Raxil lays the groundwork  
for a field that your neighbours will envy and that will ultimately  
help you achieve a superior performance. 

Because from seeding to harvest, every seed counts.

Always read and follow label directions. Raxil® is a registered trademark of the Bayer Group.  
Bayer CropScience Inc. is a member of CropLife Canada.

cropscience.bayer.ca/RaxilPROShield @Bayer4CropsCA1 888-283-6847

C-55-10/16-10594654-E
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The science of listening is almost 
beyond belief. Based at their 
Purchase, New York headquarters, 
60 specially trained communication 
experts manage what is called 
the MasterCard Conversation 
Suite, backed up by a team of 
researchers, marketing specialists 
and lawyers.

With software from Domo and 
Percolate among others, the 
MasterCard team monitors a 40-foot 
LED screen that updates every four 
minutes, feeding into a labyrinth of 
smaller screens.

With all that computing power, 
MasterCard tracks the use of 6,000 
key words by 1.3 billion people 
speaking in 26 languages in 43 
major markets around the world, 
prompting the technology to almost 
instantaneously participate in three 
million social media conversations 
while triggering more formal 
responses to an additional 36,000 
print messages a year.

As I say, it’s almost beyond belief, 
and perhaps it can seem more 
than a bit alarming too, but it’s 
an indication of how serious big 
business is getting about not just 
monitoring what the public is saying, 
but actually listening to what they 
are saying and participating in their 
conversations.

Listening, it turns out, is a major 
scientific focus these days, and it’s 
only getting bigger as traditional 
polling gets more of its biggest calls 
so wrong.

These businesses know their futures 
hinge on public confidence, so 
the London School of Economics, 
for instance, has added Australian 
expert James MacNamara to its 
prestigious faculty, largely based 

on his background in what he calls 
organizational listening.

MacNamara delivers a dose of 
reality. Companies, industries and 
organizations invest heavily in 
what they think is communication, 
but actually is only talking. In his 
research, between 80 and 95 per 
cent of communication budgets are 
spent on putting out key messages, 
MacNamara says. Pennies get spent 
on listening, usually on surveys 
designed to back up what the 
sponsor already believes.

Maybe this sounds familiar in 
agriculture circles?

It isn’t rocket science after all, 
MacNamara says. The strategy of 
constant talking and not listening 
doesn’t work any better when 
you’re dealing with the public than it 
would if you tried always talking and 
never listening at home.

Canadian agriculture certainly 
does not have the $250 million 
that MasterCard is said to be 
spending on its listening tactics, 
but agriculture does have access 
to much of the same science, and 
can use strategies that make sure 
consumers know they are actually 
being listened to, via tactics ranging 
from ombudsmen to social media.

The science is that good, and it’s 
getting better. We just have to 
commit to using it.

This isn’t about who’s right and 
who’s wrong. It’s about opening 
up the channels so we can have 
that discussion. Shouldn’t every 
major farm meeting this winter have 
consumers on the agenda?

Are we getting it right? Let me know 
what you think at tom.button@

fbcpublishing.com. 

Listen to the
science of 2017 

EDITOR’S NOTE

If the Brexit vote didn’t prove it, the Trump 
election did. Voters are losing faith in their 
governments, which is one more reason to 
worry about the regulations imposed on ag
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Trust Pioneer® brand canola hybrids with Pioneer Protector® traits to give 
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T
he race for major manufacturers to broaden 
their product lineup by buying short-line 
brands is picking up even more steam.

Mid-autumn, CNH Industrial announced 
that it was about to bring the Danish Kongskilde imple-
ment brand, owned by DLG Group, into its fold under 
the New Holland brand.

“The acquisition of the tillage and hay and forage 
activities of Kongskilde adds a key product range that 
will further broaden New Holland Agriculture’s product 
offering within the agricultural machinery sector,” said 
Carlo Lambro, New Holland’s brand president, in an 
October release.

But this was just one example of many through the 
course of the last few months where a larger brand has 
gobbled up another equipment firm to expand its own 
product offering.

Earlier in 2016, John Deere announced its purchase 
of high-clearance sprayer manufacturer Hagie, saying 
that it intends to incorporate Hagie sprayers into its own 
product range while still allowing the brand to sell under 
its original name, at least in the short term.

And that hasn’t been Deere’s only deal. As far back as 
November 2015, it announced it was taking over Preci-
sion Planting LLC from Monsanto. Although that deal 
stalled a couple of months ago due to intervention by the 
U.S. Department of Justice, which alleges the deal would 
unduly limit competition in the planter industry. Deere 
is fighting the ruling in court.

In October, Deere also announced that even under its 
ownership, Precision Planting would still make its tech-
nology available to Ag Leader and other brands. That 
may be a concession to appease regulators so the deal 
will proceed.

Building on the 2012 purchase of Norwegian imple-
ment manufacturer Kverneland, Kubota announced in 
May it had purchased Kansas-based Great Plains Manu-
facturing, which produces seeding and tillage equip-
ment. Just like Deere’s Hagie deal, Kubota will allow 
Great Plains to continue as a stand-alone name for now, 
while it incorporates the equipment into its own brand 
offering.

“For the foreseeable future, all five of Great Plains 
divisions will continue to operate as they have with 
their infrastructure intact and with respect to the dis-
tinctiveness of the brands, trademarks and operational 

strengths,” said the initial press release from Kubota.
“This acquisition will strengthen our ability to deliver 

high-quality products to our customers and continue our 
strategic growth into new markets,” said Kubota Canada 
president Bob Hickey in the same announcement.

Those “new markets” Hickey that referred to include 
agriculture, where the brand has declared it eventually 
wants to be a full-line player.

Now, New Holland’s acquisition of Kongskilde’s 
“grass and soil activities” allows it to stretch its prod-
uct line and grow into new market segments as well. 
Although sister brand Case IH has long had an extensive 
implement line, NH hasn’t.

The blue brand already has one recent acquisition 
under its belt that increased its presence in the grains 
sector, namely the purchase of sprayer manufacturer 
Miller-St. Nazianz. The Miller design has been integrated 
into the NH line as the front-boom Guardian sprayer.

NH has long had a solid reputation in the hay and 
forage equipment sector, but senior management thinks 
the Kongskilde acquisition will move that further for-
ward too.

“The acquisition of the tillage and hay and forage 
activities of Kongskilde adds a key product range that 
will further broaden New Holland Agriculture’s product 
offering within the agricultural machinery sector,” said 
Lambro, in the same press release. “In the meantime the 

NH gets a tillage 
implement line
The blue brand follows the 
recent industry trend of 
growing through acquisitions

machinery

By Scott Garvey  /  CG MaChinery editor

6     JanUary 2017  /  CoUntry-GUide.Ca

CNH Industrial, parent company of New Holland, has 

announced it is in the process of purchasing Danish 

implement brand Kongskilde. The implements will be sold 

through NH dealers and give the blue brand its first line of 

tillage equipment. 

Photo: Cnh



Kongskilde dealer and importer network will remain the 
reference point for their customers. This agreement will 
provide growth opportunities and create a strong plat-
form to develop the Kongskilde business and its brands, 
and we will also gradually integrate their products in the 
New Holland portfolio.”

So, under CNH control, Kongskilde implements will 

be sold through a much wider distribution network than 
the Danish firm had on its own.

“We are satisfied that there will be a new strong owner 
of Kongskilde Agriculture,” said Kim Balle, chairman of 
Kongskilde and COO of DLG Group. “CNH Industrial will 
continue to service Kongskilde grass-and-soil customers 
and end-users, while developing the business further.”  CG
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Nominees can be anyone who is a proponent of Canadian soil conservation and health 
and has made a signifi cant national contribution to the health of Canadian soils.

 For further information or to make a nomination visit soilcc.ca or email info@soilcc.ca.
Nominations close February 28, 2017.  

SEEKING NOMINATIONS FOR THE
2017 Canadian Conservation Hall of Fame

NH’s Jarrod Angstadt explains the features of the Guardian front boom sprayer to media members during the U.S. Farm 

Progress Show in Iowa in August. The Guardian was originally designed and built by speciality manufacturer  

Miller-St. Nazianz. In 2014 that company was purchased by CNH. 

PhOTO: SCOTT GARvEY

CORRECTION: The deck for our story on our November Machinery Guide said, “Two transmissions drive AGCO’s 
new 1000 Series.” Clearly, it should have said, “Two transmission outputs drive AGCO’s new 1000 
Series.” Country Guide apologizes for the error.



Leading Change
John P. Kotter
Harvard Business Review Press, 2012

T
wo decades ago, Harvard professor John Kot-
ter revolutionized how we should think about 
change, and in the first edition of Leading 
Change, he laid out an eight-step process for 

how to transform a business.
Although he mainly targets large organizations, Kot-

ter’s thinking seems equally pertinent on today’s farms, 
especially with its core recommendations warning us not 
to give in to complacency, and to drive change by chang-
ing the culture first.

Generally, humans and the organizations we create 
prefer the status quo. So to make big change we first 
need to accept that things need to improve. Then leader-
ship needs to create urgency and motivation, as well as 
the structures that will pull the new vision through an 
organization.

Kotter could never have predicted the incredible 
amount of change in the last 20 years, with new technol-
ogies, international economic integration and domestic 
market maturation. Yet he did foresee what they would 
mean for businesses, ramping up competition and the 
need for all of us to be constantly improving.

In the preface to the 2012 edition of Leading Change, 
in fact, he gives that idea the weight of a core belief, say-

ing “A globalized economy is creating 
both more hazards and more oppor-
tunities for everyone, forcing firms to 
make dramatic improvements not only 
to compete and prosper but also to sur-
vive.”

Just think how globalization has had 
an impact on the agricultural indus-
try in the last couple of decades. We 
have seen unprecedented price fluctua-
tions for land and commodities, new 
disease threats, the constant shifting of 
trade agreements and political policy, 
the unbelievable consolidation of buy-
ers and input suppliers, population 
increases and, more recently, the crazy 
currency swings. 

Kotter says that up until the 1990s 
most large successful businesses were 

built on management hierarchy, often with a large mid-
dle management component, and they had an inwardly 
focussed culture of producing more. In these businesses, 
tradition often trumped change, even when leadership 
knew that the future didn’t look bright.

Kotter says this engrained the “if it ain’t broke, don’t 
fix it” mentality, setting companies up for possible failure 
because they felt they didn’t need to consider any large-
scale transformations.

Instead these businesses tended to work on smaller 
changes in isolated departments, addressing only short-
term goals.

But there can be good news for farmers, however, 
because they’re in a better position to set things right. 
That’s because, in theory, smaller businesses can adopt 
and make big changes more easily because they have less 
bureaucracy and because their leaders tend to be con-
nected to the hands-on work.

“Flatter and leaner structure encourages more accep-
tance of change,” says Kotter. “Simple structure allows 
for more teamwork, less ego, less independent silos, and 
most importantly, more daily communication between 
employees that’s honest and there’s more trust.”

Still, Kotter’s concept that change must be led and 
not just be managed rings very true for businesses of any 
size, including farms. He says the transformations that 
are successful are 80 per cent due to leadership and only 
20 per cent due to management. And they don’t happen 
overnight. 

Kotter then lays out his eight-step approach to mak-
ing big change. But he also warns that it takes commit-
ment. Even if you work your way through every step, you 
need to anchor your new approaches into the business 
culture. Otherwise, the business will revert to its old 
ways and your efforts will be wasted. 

“The hearts and minds of all members of the work-
force are needed to cope with the fast-shifting realities of 
the business climate,” says Kotter.

So he says changing a business needs to be driven by 
a sensible, inspiring vision that tends to be outwardly 
focussed, such as improving customer service and sat-
isfaction (quality, new products, delivery, and price). 
That vision has first to be possible, and also signifi-
cant enough to motivate people and create the urgency 
needed for it to be sustained for years. Eventually, the 
vision becomes part of the very culture in which the 
company operates. 

Lead change,  
don’t just 
manage it

book review

By Maggie Van CaMp  /  CG Senior editor
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Yet the change vision must be simple enough that you can 
articulate it in under five minutes. 

To create, sell, and manage change, Kotter says a business 
leader needs to build a guiding coalition of powerful, smart 
people who accept the need to change. The leader also needs to 
guide the formulation and writing out of the new vision, and 
they need to spread the word, ensuring it considers the impacts 
on customers, investors, and employees. 

Kotter says it takes strong communication to keep every-
one on track, and the guiding coalition needs to talk about the 
vision again and again and again. Print it out, pin it up, write 
about it, and always talk about it in meetings and while hiring 
and training. 

To keep everyone motivated along the way, there must also 
be short-term wins. Also when making big changes don’t declare 
victory too soon, not until the change has become part of the 
business’s culture. And recognize that even when it becomes 
“the way we do things around here,” the new vision has to be 
reinforced.

Kotter says that if it all seems too daunting, you should pause 
and honestly ask yourself what will happen if you keep on your 
current path and if you don’t accommodate the trends swirling 
around your business.

Will you still be in business in 10 years?  CG
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John Kotter’s 8 steps to change
1.  Establish a sense of urgency. Identify key trends and what they 

mean for your business. 

2.  Create a guiding coalition of effective, powerful people and 
advisers who deeply understand the need to change.

3.  Develop a vision and strategy that you can use to align and 
inspire your team.

4.  Communicate this change vision. People won’t make sacrifices 
unless they’re dissatisfied with the status quo and think that 
transformation is possible.

5.  Empower everyone, including employees, for broad-based 
action. Identify and eliminate obstacles that block the changes.

6. Generate short-term wins with a six- to 18-month timeframe.

7. Consolidate gains and produce more change.

8.  Anchor new approaches in the culture. Show your team how 
their behavioural changes have helped.

the country guide 
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A
ustralia and New Zealand have had their 
fair share of  agricultural challenges. 
They’ve known fires, tsunamis and 
cyclones, to name a natural few, and they 

have suffered from the politics of export markets, not 
to mention supply-demand crashes in world prices for 
wool, beef and milk.

And that’s without mentioning droughts which, 
according to Australia’s Bureau of Meteorology, are 
increasing in duration, frequency and intensity, mak-
ing their fire seasons even longer and their extreme 
heat even more extreme.

Meanwhile, in New Zealand, the country’s earnings 
on exported milk have been on a roller coaster since 
2008, taking a nasty fall in 2014 and hitting a terrible 
low this past summer.

So what better place could there be for learning 
about farm resilience?

In fact, it’s there that Nicola Shadbolt is farm and 
agribusiness management professor at New Zealand’s 
Massey University, and where she is a world-class 
expert on farmer resilience, which she defines as the 
ability of a farm to adjust either within a system (as 
with buffer capacity) or across systems by adapting or 
transforming their operation.

Shadbolt knows about managing farm risk first-
hand as her family farms about 5,600 acres with five 
equity partnerships, feeding sheep, deer, milk cows or 
beef cattle. “We grow grass and feed it to what’s the 
most profitable,” she says.

So her research started from her personal observa-
tions that for farmers, risk can be positive and moti-
vating, and that farmers are already good at mitigating 
risk. In fact, they do it all the time, and they often see 
threats as opportunities.

“They (farmers) like to crack something, to stand 

Bounce,  
don’t break

What makes some farms so 
resilient in tough economic 
times? Finally, this New Zealand 
research finds some answers

BUSINESS

By Maggie Van CaMp  /  CG Senior editor
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New Zealand farm 
management prof started 
with her knowledge that, 
contrary to what many 
experts say, farmers 
already excel at managing 
risk. Then, she asked, 
which of their strategies 
are working best? 



up and take a punt,” Shadbolt says. “It’s why they are in the business. They 
like to create opportunities... they get a buzz from it.”

Although scores of experts seem intent on teaching farmers how to manage 
risk, it’s actually the farmers who are the experts. It’s what they do every day.

“When they get up in the morning, they manage uncertainty — whether 
it’s floods, droughts, markets, weeds, people, machinery, disease, weather or a 
combination,” Shadbolt says.

So instead of teaching farmers how to manage risk, the Kiwi farm man-
agement research team assumed farmers are resilient by definition, and they 
launched a survey and they dug into a comprehensive economic database 
from over 1,000 dairy farms in New Zealand to order to learn how they do it.

Over the last nine years, they’ve qualitatively looked at the resilience of 
individuals and also quantified big populations of data, sort of like heat maps 
layered on top of one another to identify groups (or hot spots), and then 
asked why some farmers were more resilient than others.

It happens they did the research during a time of extreme market volatil-
ity in world milk prices, so it proved ideal for finding answers to explain why 
some farms and farmer owners are better able to survive turbulence. Most 
farm studies are done in average economic conditions.

“During this time frame we took these great swags of data and found 
indicators of success,” says Shadbolt.

Resilience refers to what a farm business learns from and how it responds 
to shocks, both negative and positive, over time, and the research found it’s 
best measured by analyzing operating profit margin (OPM), says Shadbolt.

OPM is a measure of operating efficiency, and although it varies from year 
to year, it can be benchmarked against peers to see if a farm is doing all right 
in the current larger environment.

Low-cost isn’t aLways best
One of the Massey team’s first studies into resiliency compared the OPM of 
lower-input against higher-input farms. They focused on the buffering capac-
ity, or the ability to “bounce without breaking” of pastoral dairy systems in 
New Zealand, one of the lowest-cost milk production systems in the world.

This study found short-term optimization and long-term adaptability 
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Six habits of highly 
resilient farmers
In 2010 David Gray, a development officer with 
the Department of Agriculture and Food, Western 
Australia (DAFWA), did a small study of four 
farms that were consistently more profitable 
and better at dealing with climate change.

Gray found six common characteristics 
within these resilient farms.

The farmers Gray looked at were constantly 
looking for relevant changes or trends, and 
they tracked emerging opportunities and 
threats. They found market opportunities 
by following business trends such as prices, 
costs, demand shifts, and supply chain 
issues such as community attitudes towards 
animal welfare, organic or “green” products, 
desire for local products and regulations.

These farmers also tracked natural environmental 
issues (weather and climate, biodiversity, 
invasive species, soil health and salinity) 
and adjusted not only their production 
techniques but also their business plans.

These resilient farmers also had supportive 
and trustful relationships with fellow farmers, 
suppliers, service providers and their family and 
employees, which meant they had ready access 
to information to make informed decisions. Their 
information flow and social capital was high.

All members of the farming family and employees 
had a shared understanding about what 
would be achieved, by when, and how. By 
having everyone fully informed and engaged, 
this increased their creativity and flexibility 
for dealing with change or even a crisis.

These farmers were also prepared with 
contingency plans to cope with realistic, if 
unlikely, scenarios, and when a disruption 
occurred, a non-standard approach was 
readily available. Although it caused some cost 
redundancy, often the fall-back was worth it.

These farmers were better prepared too 
because they were in the habit of constantly 
trying new things to see if they worked or 
if they would be better way to do things.

Those small experiments helped the 
farmers adapt to change in the future. 
When larger-scale changes were needed, 
Gray found, they already had information 
and experience about the options.



weren’t actually linked to whether a farm was low-input or high-
input. Instead, it was the farms with systems in the middle of the 
range that were best at responding both to favourable and to unfa-
vourable conditions. They were able to improve and protect results 
in both cases.

In other words, it wasn’t necessarily low or high cost of produc-
tion as much as having the ability to accommodate change that 
made them more resilient.

Farms with consistently stronger OPMs were more flexible so 
they could withstand shocks, Shadbolt says. “They achieve the best 
they can, depending on the year.”

Researchers also found that debt level did not necessarily 
determine efficiency. Instead, resilience was tied to more efficient 
management, particularly of labour and production.

The recipe for resilience
Not surprisingly, the most resilient farms generated more profit per 
unit of output, they managed expenditures in line with prices, they 
had higher return on assets, and they produced more per hectare and 
per labour unit.

Also, these farms actively managed their debt-servicing capacity, 
so they were more cash liquid and generated more discretionary cash 
for investment and personal draws.

That doesn’t mean not spending at all, Shadbolt explains. It 
means understanding cash flow and using it wisely.

“Farmers respond to better prices with cost spending, and it’s okay 
to be responsive, flexible,” she says. “I hope this research will change 
the way we advise farmers about risk, and it will encourage farmers 
to be more agile, to do partial budgets.”

The team also looked at attitudes toward risk, strategy and 
debt. In 2015, Shadbolt and Femi Olubode-Awosola published a 
paper called Resilience, Risk and Entrepreneurship. “What are the 
things that make them (farmers) able to keep the ship stable in 
spite of rough seas?” asks Shadbolt. “What can other farmers learn 
from them?”

The researchers identified categories of farmers based on their 
attitudes to risk, ranging from gamblers to those who are cau-
tious. The gamblers were likely in growth stage with their busi-
nesses, they perceived mostly upside risk from uncertainties, they 
produced to full capacity, they didn’t prefer to keep debt low as a 
risk management strategy, and they were less likely to use practical 
planning steps. 

At the other end of the spectrum were the “experienced but cau-
tious” farmers who were less likely to be actively growing, saw both 
the upside and the downside of risk, and played it safe by not pro-
ducing to full capacity.

Between these two groups, however, were the “competent con-
servative” farmers who managed debt (mostly kept it low) and used 
practical planning steps.

Contrary to what much of the literature says about risk attitudes 
and farmer behaviour, the researchers found the most successful 
group of farmers were actually quite risk neutral, but they had a 
strong business focus and strong business skills, and they were able to 
manage high levels of debt.

Armed with a positive attitude to change, these farmers could 
successfully adapt to changing conditions.

Resilient farms rely on the resilient qualities of human beings, 
such as flexibility, motivation, perseverance and optimism, says 
Shadbolt. “You can’t separate the farm business from the farmers,” 
she says. “I’m a firm believer that people can change, can learn.”  CG
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Watch mortgage rates
This past fall several Canadian banks announced 
increases to their housing mortgage rates. Is this 
just a post-U.S. election reaction or a long-term 
adjustment to record-low mortgage rates? 

David Clarke, vice-president and investment advisor for 
RBC Wealth Management and RBC Dominion Securities 
Inc. in London, Ont., says farmers need to be aware of this 
trend and how it could potentially have an impact on their 
business’s debt-handling capacity and long-term plans. 

But, other than Bank of Canada announcements, 
what other factors should we follow? 

“The banks’ fixed rates are influenced by the bond 
market,” says Clarke. More specifically, the price of bonds 
change according to the outlook for the economy, in 
Canada and the world, particularly the U.S. Beyond market 
conditions and interest rates, the factors include things 
like consumer debt levels, unemployment and housing. 

As well, Clarke says recent weakness in long-term U.S. bond 
prices suggests higher long-term interest rates in the U.S. 

Craig Klemmer, senior agricultural economist with FCC, 
says current changes to mortgage rates are related to 
movements in the U.S. economy and the future outlook 
overall, as the U.S. Federal Reserve is expected to 
continue its focus on interest rates through 2017. And 
while it’s important to look at both Canadian and U.S. 
bond markets, he says increasing Federal Reserve 
key interest rates also have an impact on bond values. 
Increased interest rates increase expected bond yields 
for Treasury Bonds and push all bonds yields higher.

“Market expectation of the U.S. Federal Reserve increasing 
interest rates in December are very high and now we 
are beginning to see bond yields increase, despite no 
announcement,” says Klemmer at the end of November.

If you are waiting to hear if the Bank of Canada or 
Federal Reserve are going to raise rates, often the bond 
market has already responded and begun pricing in a 
part of the changes in fundamentals, says Klemmer.

The decision between locking in a rate and/or using a 
floating rate should match the long-term strategic plan 
of your business. Although long-term mortgage prices 
are different for each customer depending on loan 
characteristics and risk profile, generally, in the last decade 
rates have declined and remain historically low. So variable 
rate loans have been  low risk but is that about to change?

“There is no right strategy for managing debt allocation 
between fixed and variable loans. It is all about one’s 
risk tolerance,” says Klemmer. “Having a balance 
between fixed and variable rate interest products 
minimizes ones exposure to market fluctuations.”
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Resilience in  
the Midwest
Over his career as a professor at Virginia Tech 
University and as a farm economic guru, David 
Kohl has seen some epic farm failures. But he 
has also admired farmers who have survived 
and even thrived during tough times.

With the recent drop in grain and oilseed 
prices, some midwestern farmers are once 
again treading water in the bottom of the 
trough, and there are reports of some 
big farms sinking toward bankruptcy.

Kohl says resilient farmers crunch the numbers 
and make the tough decisions, instead of 
just relying on expanding to improve gross 
income. “More money will be made behind 
the computer and pushing the pencil with 
an eye on the production component than 
producing your way to profitability,” he says.

In the short-term, one way Kohl recommends 
for getting a handle on operating expenses 
is to renegotiate leases and consider using 
flex-lease agreements tied to margins.

It’s also time to look closely at your input 
costs and at pre-booking savings. The upper 
tier of profitable businesses seem to be 
spending $50 per acre less, on average, than 
the lower tier, according to the University 
of Minnesota’s FINBIN data (www.cffm.

umn.edu/products/FINBIN.aspx).

Also in the FINBIN data is a pretty clear indication 
of how family living expenses can have an impact 
on a farm’s bottom line. The top profit segment 
of farms in the data reduced family withdrawals 
by more than $25 to $30 per acre last year.

Farm family spending has been on the 
rise. In 2006, family living averaged 
about $50,000, but nine years later the 
same category was over $90,000.

Kohl says it’s better to have an honest 
conversation with family about budgets and 
credit cards before it becomes a problem.  

During low margin times, the top-level grain 
and oilseed farmers reduce their capital 
investments, specifically on machinery and 
equipment, says Kohl. In addition, they’ve already 
diversified and invested when they had excess 
cash flow, and that’s paying back now.  “Shed 
unproductive assets,” recommends Kohl. 

In the longer term, marketing successfully 
through turbulent times means being 

prepared to seize profits when they appear, 
instead of waiting for the largest profit 
margin possible, which may never come.

But Kohl says it’s not all about hedging and 
buckling down; it’s also about being prepared 
for opportunities. “Producers have many 
opportunities to seize greater control of 
their destiny by using good old-fashioned 
business planning,” says Kohl. “This starts by 
exploring why you are in business, where your 
business is now, and where you want it to go 
in the future. One must plan not only for the 
next two years, but also the next decade.”

Kohl adds that a well thought-out plan for 
success allows you to better communicate what 
you’re thinking, planning and anticipating. 
Because of that, you can present a more 
favourable case to lenders, accountants and 
investors, and you’ll be better positioned to 
take advantage of opportunities as they arise. 

With the volatile economic times, beginning 
and established farmers both need to test their 
business plans against “what if” scenarios. 
Start with the operating budget and establish 
a broad set of assumptions, such as prices, 
costs, interest rates, and currency exchange 
rates. Blend these scenarios together to create 
the most likely situations and then develop 
strategies for what to do in each situation.

It might also mean looking at land purchases 
and leases, especially since 70 per cent of 
American farmland is expected to change 
hands by the year 2025 because of age 
demographics in the sector, says Kohl.

“The land ownership structure of agricultural 
businesses in the future will be much different 
than that of traditional farms, including rent 
and lease of land and other assets, and 
strategic alliances with major players in the 
industry,” Kohl says. “Many producers will 
control assets rather than owning them.”

But he says managing debt is more 
imperative than growth. Borrowed capital 
should provide needed working capital 
reserves for growth, instead of just 
constraining the business and flexibility.

“Big is no longer the key to success,” says 
Kohl. “Get efficient before you get bigger.”

Also keep a clear head  when dealing with 
stressful situations. “Find ways to improve 
and maintain good physical health,” adds 
Kohl. “The strengths of the mind, body and 
spirit are the most important components 
in your business plan and in life.”

Farm Family 
spending  
on the rise

2006 avg. 
$50,000

2015  
over $90,000
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E
lgin Craig’s farming career began with change. 
His parents, William and Dorothy Craig, had 
started Craigcrest Holsteins in 1950 near 
Brampton, within sight of Toronto. Then, 26 

years later, when Elgin and his brother David joined the 
business, the family picked up and moved an hour west 
near the town of Arthur.

The move made the Craigs one of the first families 
to leave the Brampton area, with his parents seeing the 
move as an opportunity to slow down and escape the 
city on their own terms.

Now, Elgin and wife Joan have been wrestling with 
similar questions about their own career paths. But, in 
keeping with growing numbers of farmers across the 
country, their decisions are proving radically different.

For Elgin and Joan, this isn’t a time for stepping aside 
as much as it’s a time to find new farming ventures into 
which they can invest their passion and all the knowl-
edge they have accumulated through their decades of 
experience.

But for a moment, let’s get back to that original move 
to Arthur, because it was also a chance to upgrade. “The 
buildings were terrible, the fencerows were wide and 
thick, and land in Arthur was cheap,” Elgin recalls. “Our 
parents helped us start, but they didn’t give it to us. 
David and I started out with an income-sharing agree-
ment, then after four years we developed a partnership, 
and within 10 years we started a company.”

At the new location the farm thrived, emerging as a 
leader in production, earning Gold Seal Awards from 
the Dairy Farmers of Ontario for an entire decade, 
along with major wins at the Royal Agricultural Winter 
Fair and World Dairy Expo.

Their cattle received multiple All-Canadian and 
All-American nominations, and the “Craigcrest” prefix 
earned international recognition through Craigcrest 
Rubies Gold Rejoice, a heifer that won both Junior 
Champion at the World Dairy Expo and Reserve Junior 
Champion at the Royal in 2010, later placing first again 
as a Senior two-year-old at both the World Dairy Expo 
and the Royal. 

Perhaps most telling are the farm’s three Master 
Breeder Shields. The first was shared by William and 
both sons in 1987, then by David and Elgin in 1997, and 
finally by Elgin and Joan in 2013.

For a farm to earn three Master Breeder Shields 
is rare in Canada, but it’s even more unusual for this 
award to be presented to different owners each time.

It suggests this family knows how to excel through 
changes that it undertakes deliberately and strategically.

Elgin says he and his brother always talked about 
the changes they could see having an impact on their 
business, and since David was five years older, it wasn’t 
a surprise when he felt ready to retire from farming first.

“We always thought about it, we knew where we 
were going,” Elgin says. “We actually booked one year 

The next  
big stEp
As a couple, the Craigs’ decision to transform their farm and 
leverage new opportunities has opened up a new future

By Amy Petherick  /  CG ContributinG Editor
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Today’s farmers are change makers. Re-inventing our farms has become normal.

So Country Guide asked top ag journalists from across the country to 

interview farmers who excel at change, taking their farms in very different 

directions with an eye to finding their best opportunities.

Their stories start this month and will continue through the winter. As you’ll see, our 

Change Makers are inspiring and insightful, and they are also gritty and determined. 

They’re young and old, from small and large operations, managing crops and livestock. 

These farmers push the boundaries, find solutions, and change negatives into 

positives, and they fill us with optimism for the future of agriculture.
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before we had the sale. The market was 
good and it’s all about timing; in 2001, we 
had the second-highest herd dispersal in 
Canada.”

Herd dispersals for the purpose of dis-
solving a business partnership aren’t always 
so amicable, but to the Craigs, the deci-
sion to sell the business made good sense to 
everyone. 

The only thing the brothers didn’t sell 
was the land, and Elgin and Joan continued 
to farm. “When BSE came along, I’d had a 
nice business selling animals to the U.S.,” 
Elgin says. “We got caught with 120 heifers.”

Having survived 24 per cent inter-
est rates in the ’80s with his brother, Elgin 
had learned long before the BSE crisis that 

breeding good cattle in a well-managed 
business pays a lot of mortgage. “I’d gone 
to college, taken economics and all that, but 
those realities certainly molded my mind 
around the economics of farming,” he says, 
“A lot of people got doom and gloom, but 
I knew the only way to get out was to buy 
quota and milk our way out.”

It was a decision Joan could get behind 
wholeheartedly.

“When you talk about being proactive 
for change, I think you have to look at what 
makes sense ahead of you,” she says. “Life is 
full of so many changes, some you’re ready 
for, and some are unexpected.”
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You have to look at what makes sense 
ahead of you,” says Joan. “Life is full of 

so many changes, some you’re ready for, and 
some are unexpected.”

The Craigs’ chose the Canadian breed  

Speckle Park for their rarity, and traits 

including meat quality. Continued on page 18



Joan talks of how she grew up on a 
beef and cash crop farm, but her heart was 
in teaching. She took a few years away from 
her career when their kids, Stephanie and 
James, were little, and helped on the farm 
throughout all the years that Elgin and 
David farmed together.

“I would help host international guests, 
fill in on weekends, help with advertis-

ing… I often say I was like a cheerleader,” 
she says. “When I look back now, I realize 
how important those roles were. They are 
part of farm success.”

The couple decided together to get back 
into dairy. “Although Joan had her own 
career in which she kept advancing, some of 
those attributes that she had really helped us 
in farming,” he says. “Sometimes when you’re 
always doing something, you can’t see the 
trees for the forest. She looks at it with a dif-
ferent set of eyes, and that positivity, even on 
the worst days, was one of the great things.”

BSE was devastating. Elgin says and it 
was a terrible time for a lot of farmers when 

fresh cows were selling for $175. However, 
he says it had also been difficult to manage 
the challenges of high interest rates back in 
the ’80s. Instead, they’ve always chosen to 
find the positives in even the negative things 
that happen in life. “You can decide to con-
quer that challenge, and embrace the changes 
that are necessary,” Elgin says he has learned, 
“and when you start looking at some of those 
challenges, there is always an opportunity, 
though it may not be immediate.”

After one year off, Elgin and Joan were 
back in the dairy business. “I think what’s 
important is that we set goals,” Joan says.

As a couple, they sat down together in 

Change Makers
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important is 

that we set goals,” 
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2003 and settled on five sets of goals for 
their new venture together. “One of them 
was to be able to show at the World Dairy 
Expo —  and we did,” Joan says. “And then, 
another was to work on a Master Breeder 
shield — and we did that too.” 

Then they saw another opportunity. 
For the first time since BSE, October 2014 
brought good cattle prices. “There were 
Americans in Canada looking to buy cattle,” 
Elgin says, “and our dollar had started to 
come down.” In June of that year Joan had 
retired from teaching and Elgin was starting 
to feel the demands of managing the herd 
more keenly as he got older. 

At what may have seemed like the peak 
of all their successes, Joan and Elgin had 
another herd dispersal sale in October 2014.

“We took about six months to rest, we 
did a little bit of traveling, had a nice chance 
to be able to talk about things, and what 
we wanted to do,” Joan says. “Neither of 
us really liked the word retiring. We feel 
like we’re pretty young and we were always 
changing within our careers, and kind of 
prepared ourselves for change.” 

Elgin still loved dairy cows and Joan 
knew her husband had incredible knowl-
edge in cattle. He had always been very 
good at explaining the various aspects of 

the dairy business and encouraged her ques-
tions. In 2015 they sat down to write out a 
list of what they wanted to do next, plus a 
very long list of the things they didn’t want 
to do, which eliminated a lot of options.

“I don’t care what career you’re in, it’s 
not easy to leave that career,” Elgin says, 
“and all I ever wanted to do was to farm. 
But, there comes a point in your career 
where you need something new, something 
different that keeps you young and your 
thinking vital.”

Today, Elgin credits his brother with 
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introducing them to the breed of beef cattle 
they now have on their farm. “The idea came 
over a family dinner,” he recalls. “I really did 
miss cattle. We threw the breed names out 
and my brother said, ‘There is a breed called 
Speckle Park; I don’t know much about 
them, but they win all these carcass compe-
titions.’ I’ve been in the animal industry all 
my life and I’d never heard of it. Neither had 
Joan, so, the two of us got on Google.”

Joan says she found it fascinating that 
Speckle Park was only the second breed of 
beef cattle in Canada to be granted distinct 
breed status, and that women had played a 
major role in the beginning of the breed.

“There are so many impressive qualities, 
including the animal’s temperament, meat 
quality, maternal abilities, the fact that they 
finish well on grass, and that they are quite 
beautiful to look at,” she says. 

They watched a sale online. They posted 
a message to Facebook that they wanted 
to see some herds and, to their surprise, 
they received some invitations. They flew to 

Alberta and visited ranches there and in 
Sask atchewan. They also attended the Cana-
dian Speckle Park 2015 annual meeting. 
They took the Environmental Farm Plan 
course and a traceability course together, 
and followed that with a biosecurity course.

“Even though we’ve been married for 
awhile and farming for quite awhile, this 
really is the first time we’ve been figuring 
things out together on a daily basis,” Joan 
admits. 

Elgin and Joan made the decision to 
develop a purebred and commercial Speckle 
Park herd. So far they’ve grown their herd to 
include 80 cattle. They’ve also decided to ren-
ovate their 40-year-old dairy barn to handle 

cattle in entirely new ways. “We have learned 
so much and we find it exciting,” Elgin says. 
“There is not a lot of data, no genomic evalu-
ations and it is in herd records that manage-
ment decisions are made.”  

They find themselves embracing the 
changes required for new technology, a 
different breeding program, and differ-
ent cattle management systems for hous-
ing and rotational pasture management. 
They know that mastering it all will be 
important to their future success, and they 
remain undeterred. 

Explains Joan, “I think you build confi-
dence that you can adapt to change when 
you practice it.”  CG

change makers
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Embrace the changes that are 
necessary,” Elgin says. “When you 

start looking at some of those challenges, 
there is always an opportunity, though it 
may not be immediate.”



H
arvey Kehler had a measured 
way of making sure his son 
Jason was going to know the 
family business literally from 

the ground up.
At just 11-years-old, Jason got assigned 

to the potato line at Kehler Farms near Car-
man, Man., working the job that’s perhaps 
crudely but accurately called “picking dirt.” 
By 16, he was cultivating and discing, and at 
18 he was operating the harvester.

And soon there would be more.
At just 23, Harvey decided Jason needed 

some skin in the game, and he turned over 
a 20 per cent share of the business to him. 
The year was 1998.

“He said you need some ownership,” 
Jason recalls, “so that’s where I started.”

Harvey seems to have known his son 
was ready, and Jason responded.

“That same year, I bought a semi-truck 
and started my own business trucking in 
the winter time,” Jason says. “I paid the 
truck off as fast as I could and saved up a 
bunch of money to put back into the farm.”

But one lesson of farming is that every-
thing doesn’t always fit neatly with our plans.

Jason is a fourth-generation farmer, but 
only the second at the current farm, which 
Harvey and his brother Rob had purchased 
in the 1960s. (His grandfather’s original 

New  
agaiN
Yesterday’s values can 
still guide their farm 
today, Jason and Laura 
Kehler are discovering, 
but only if those values 
are re-engineered for 
efficiency, and for a new 
business climate

By AngelA lovell

P
h

o
t

o
g

r
a

P
h

y
: S

a
n

d
y

 B
l
a

c
k

Change Makers

coUntry-gUIdE.ca  /  JanUary 2017    21

Continue on pAge 22



homestead was about 70 kilometres south, near the U.S. 
border at Rosetown, Man.)

Harvey and Rob had farmed together all along, but 
with little warning, at just the same time that Jason was get-
ting his first taste of management, Rob decided it was time 
to pull out. “Rob’s abrupt departure from the farm was a 
real shock to us,” says Jason. “I had to grow up quick.”

“It was awkward being a young guy, trying to manage 
people who were older than me,” Jason says. “Looking 
back on it now, I realize how many years it’s taken me to 
get comfortable in my role.”

He wonders now if he was actually ready, but he also 
knows he wasn’t in a position to back away from the 
challenge, even if it was in his character (which it isn’t), 
especially one that was going to teach him to embrace 
change instead of fighting it.

In fact, it’s a trait that has helped keep up the growth 
of the 5,600-acre farm he now runs with wife Laura.

“Our philosophy is to always have an open mind 
about whatever comes down the pipe,” Jason says. “If 
you don’t embrace change, you’re not going ahead, 
you’re going backwards.”

Bigger, and just as good
Following Jason’s stepping into full management, 
the farm has expanded rapidly. Since 2013, they have 
increased total crop acres by 48 per cent, including a dou-
bling of their processing potato acres. They’ve also pur-
chased three quarters of land, and installed four quarters 
of drainage tile.

“I recognized that to maintain a spot in the potato 
business, we were too small,” says Jason. “We weren’t 
generating the revenue we needed to spend enough 
money on the business.

“My dad was always a precise farmer more than a vol-
ume farmer. It was important to him to have everything 
perfect. I think we’ve done a good job of maintaining 
those values as we have grown.”

Jason took advantage of the opportunity to purchase 
some equipment, storage, land and potato contracts 
from a local producer who was exiting the industry, 
expanding his potato production from three irrigation 
circles to five.

Again though, he had to be ready for change when the 
opportunity demanded it, rather than exactly according 
to plan. The following year, in 2014, another potato farm 
came up for sale. “You can’t always let these opportuni-
ties pass you by, so we decided to take it on,” says Jason, 
who secured contracts for the new production.

Jason and Laura admit they had a few sleepless nights 
as the business rapidly expanded and cash flow became 
tight, but took comfort in the support and backing of 
their banker and accountant.

“With such a rapid expansion, the numbers didn’t 
always look good but they had faith in us,” says Jason. 
“They knew we could do it and told us that. We needed 
that encouragement at times.”

Jason also gives credit to his father, who was a more 
conservative manager and had left the farm in a good 
position for Jason and Laura to take over and expand. 

change makers
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We still want to be cutting edge… but I also want  
to be responsible, and start to pay down debt and  

set the farm up for the kids.”  — Jason Kehler



“Our debt-to-equity ratio was good when 
we took all this on,” says Jason. “That was 
largely a result of Dad’s management over 
many years.” 

His father also had the benefit that 
comes from time and perspective, and he 
remembers his father telling him something 
he’ll never forget. “He said, ‘It’s pretty cool 
to buy a combine when you’re 20, but once 
you’re my age, you’ll realize that you have to 
pay for it.’”

“I’m 40 now and he’s right, the romance 
of buying machinery is gone.”

Focus on sustainability
Originally from Ohio, Laura comes from 
a multi-generation farm family. She has a 
masters degree in food science from Okla-
homa State, and worked for Tyson Foods 
and Nestlé before meeting Jason in 2007 and 
moving to Manitoba the following year.

Laura left her job as a food scientist at 
the Food Development Centre in Portage la 
Prairie to work full time on the farm after 
their second son was born.

Laura’s background in food science has 
come in handy, as the potato industry is sub-
ject to multiple workplace and food safety 
programs. These include the HACCP-based 
food safety program CanadaGAP, plus regu-
lations governing chemical management, 
pest control, the Environment Farm Plan, the 
Potato Sustainability Initiative, Manitoba’s 
Workplace Health and Safety regulations, 
Workers Compensation, and many others. 

Increasingly, food companies such as 
McDonald’s are responding to customer 
feedback with initiatives that require bench-
marks and reporting procedures for potato 
producers to verify that they are using sus-
tainable production practices.

“Sustainability for me is making my farm 
better, doing what I can to be efficient, and I 
want to do it for the betterment of the farm, 
and the land and the environment; that’s just 
who I am,” says Jason. “Politically, it helps us 
with our relationship with the McDonald’s 
of the world, but that’s not why I do it. For 
me it’s about being better.”

Workplace health and safety regulations 
take up a lot of time, as the Kehlers pro-
vide training for things like first aid and 
skid loader operation. They’ve also devel-
oped a safety team, plus written policies 
about everything from smoking in vehicles 
to working in confined spaces such as grain 
bins, and they hold quarterly safety meet-
ings with staff.
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Setting up for generation #5
Although necessity catapulted Jason into a management role on the farm at an early age, 
his dad didn’t find the full  transition process so easy. 

“He came from a different place. He started with 80 acres and did an amazing job to build 
the farm up to 2,800 acres, and he had a different set of ideas that he worked with,” Jason 
says, admitting, “We pushed him pretty hard to finally get a generational plan going.”

When Jason was 30 and itching to take on more, his dad was 57 and was still in full gear. 
He wasn’t ready to let go. “I hope it will be easier for me because we had kids when I was 
older than my dad did, so by the time our kids are old enough to start taking over, I’ll be at 
the point where I’m ready to let go a little more,” he says.

The Kehlers have two children (Paisley, five, and Wyatt, three), and their goals are already 
shifting to include this fifth-farming generation.

“Through my 30s, my goal was just expansion, and now that I’m 40, I’m saying to myself this 
won’t last forever,” says Jason. “We still want to be cutting edge; we still want to be ahead 
of the curve as far as technology is concerned and growing techniques. But I also want to be 
responsible, and start to pay down debt and set the farm up for the kids. Up until now, I’ve 
been setting it up for me. Now it’s not about me anymore; it’s about the next generation.”



These changes were costly to 
implement. “The first year that 
we initiated the Workplace Safety 
Program we spent almost $30,000 
to implement it,” says Laura. “It 
doesn’t cost as much to maintain it 
but there are some ongoing costs, 
for example fire extinguishers are 
required in every piece of equip-
ment with a cab — two in each 
combine — and in every building, 
and they all have to be tested annu-
ally and replaced every few years.”

Not that they disagree with the 
concept of safety. “It’s definitely 
made everyone more aware of 
safety,” says Laura. “As experienced 
farmers and operators, we may 
know how to operate equipment 
safely, but the rules are written in 
a way that makes you think about 
the least experienced employee you 
might have, which is good.”

Mostly, say the Kehlers, all these 
programs involve a ton of paper-
work, but they also help them assess 
their practices and find new, effi-
cient ways to do things. 

Thinking OuTside The BOx
The Kehler family has a tradition 
of thinking outside the box. Jason’s 
grandfather was one of the first pro-
ducers in Manitoba to grow sugar 
beets in the 1940s, followed by sun-
flowers and then canola.

Jason meanwhile was one of 
the first producers in his area to 
adopt variable rate (VR) fertiliza-

tion, which he now applies to all 
his crops. “I did it out of a desire to 
get better,” he says. “We were always 
having quality issues in our pota-
toes. In the potato business, quality 
is by far more important than quan-
tity. If you don’t have consistent 
quality, you can’t market your crop.”

Since adopting VR fertilization, 
the Kehlers have achieved more 
consistent, evenly maturing crops 
because they are applying different 
rates of fertilizer based on mapping 
of the different soil zones in the 
field. “We’re improving our quality 
and it comes from striving for a bet-
ter bottom line, and to do a better 
job farming, but it’s also environ-
mentally sustainable,” says Jason.

With all the soil testing they do, 
Jason knows they’re much more effi-
cient in their fertilizer use, getting 
bigger yields while not increasing 
their fertilizer costs. “We’re getting a 
bigger bang for our buck and that’s a 
huge asset to our farm,” he says.

Next Jason is interested in 
explor ing variable rate irrigation, 
which comes with a $30,000 to 
$40,000 price tag for each pivot.

The impOrTance Of 
a markeTing plan

Another thing that’s changed is 
Jason’s mindset on marketing his 
crop. “We sit down every year and 
develop a marketing plan. You can’t 
make a marketing decision based on 
a one-week period,” he says.

The Kehlers understand that 
it’s crucial to know their cost of 
production on all their crops, and 
determine what their profit mar-
gin is, so they can make good mar-
keting decisions. “Don’t get caught 
up in what you sold for last year. 
If you know you’re making money 
with corn at $4.25/bushel, sell some, 
maybe not all, and don’t worry 
about it,” says Jason.

Jason and Laura won the title 
of Manitoba’s 2016 Outstanding 
Young Farmers (OYF), and headed 
to Niagara Falls in November for 
the national finals. It was a surprise 
to learn it was their accountant who 
had nominated them. “It made 
us feel really good that he had the 
confidence,”says Jason.

OYF has been a great experi-
ence, the couple says, particularly 
because they have met so many 
other alumni of the program who 
are progressive farmers and strong 
advocates of agriculture, something 
that is important to them both. “I’ll 
do anything I can to represent agri-
culture in a positive light, whether 
it’s hosting a school tour or talking 
to a group, because it’s something 
dear to my heart,” says Jason.

“There’s such a small percent-
age of the world that is involved in 
agriculture,” says Jason. “For me the 
biggest thing is to listen to people’s 
viewpoints. That gives you the 
opportunity to explain the real facts 
about our practices.”  CG

change makers
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H
arvest was wrapping up when I arrived 
in wine country. Up and down the valley, 
grape growers were breathing almost audi-
ble sighs of relief as final bins were hauled 

from the vineyard to crush. Seemingly overnight, the 
valley had shifted from the vibrant oranges, golds and 
deep purples of fall to the browns and greys of coming 
winter, and November’s heavy clouds were crowding in.

As the season’s last straggling carloads of tourists 
packed up for home, locals were battening down, slow-
ing up, tucking in for the coming quiet of winter.

Well, most locals, anyway. But definitely not Chris 
and Betty Jentsch.

After 30 years operating on adrenaline, willpower and 
undiluted ambition, the Jentsches don’t seem to have a 
slow gear, especially now with an estate winery to keep 
afloat,  making 24-7 their way of life every day of the year. 

* * *
Ambition and success have a glow to them: a shini-

ness and heat that make bystanders want to step in close 
in hopes that something rubs off. Maybe that’s why I’ve 
been looking forward all week to sitting down with 
Chris and Betty. More likely, it’s because I’ve never quite 
shaken my 10-year-old-self ’s impression of the larger-
than-life Chris Jentsch. 

I remember, 25 or 30 years ago, riding shotgun 
beside my dad in an old red five-ton flat deck we called 
Old Snort. As we pulled up at Chris’s cherry packing 
plant — a brand new, teal blue warehouse that seemed 
impossibly big for just one farmer to fill and run — I 
asked my dad why Chris would want his own packing-
house when virtually all of the rest of the valley’s farm-
ers shipped to the local co-ops. 

My dad glanced sideways at me and said, “’Cause he’s 
Chris.”

Then, he added, “No one works like Chris. No one 
can keep up with him. He’s either going to be the most 
successful farmer in this valley or he’ll destroy himself 
trying. Either way, it’ll be quite the show.”

To a little kid, everything about Chris seemed huge: 
linebacker shoulders, hands that could pick four apples 
at a time, a booming laugh and (reportedly) a temper 
to match. But it wasn’t his bear-like size or high-energy 
personality that made him then — and now — a well-

known name in our little town. Chris’s claim to small-
town fame has always been his work ethic, his stomach 
for risk, and an ambition and vision that skate the thin 
edge between the admirable and the outrageous.

That combination — together with the logical brain 
and calm voice of his college sweetheart and now wife 
Betty — have carried Chris through enormous change 
and volatility in the tree fruit and grape markets.

* * * 
Chris and Betty waited for me in the office at the top 

of the hill. Though I hadn’t seen him in 20 years, he was 
just what I remembered: a little too big to fit easily into 
an office chair; a little too energetic to be constrained by 
indoors; a whole lot of graciousness and warmth.

At 53, he’s a tornado of energy. With harvest wrapped 
up just the day before, he’d jumped from intense manual 
labour in the vineyard to equally intense administrative 
and managerial catch-up. While we chatted, he deftly 
stickhandled phone calls, staff drop-ins and emails (300 
so far today, he reported, courtesy of a wine club’s recent 
recommendation). The multi-tasking is a vital compo-
nent of the success of their operation, even if the smart-
phone looks like a child’s toy in his huge hands.

Betty laughed as I suggested she join us. “Unh-uh,” 
she says, shaking her head. “Chris is the talker.”

And so, with the most spectacular of panoramas 
spreading out behind him, he talked. I couldn’t help 
thinking that the picture-perfect vineyard — each plant 
manicured, each row arrow straight — oozed romantic 
history as though it’s been in place forever.

In fact, this vineyard was orchard barely a dozen years 
ago. How that came to be is a lesson in industry history 
and change management. While some of those changes 
had been deftly planned over the years, others have been 
foisted on the couple.

As Chris says, “We’re here. We’re surviving. Like 
10,000 other farmers across this country, we’re doing 
what we need to stay in the game.”

“As I say to my three girls, if you want to be success-
ful you need three things: you have be able to recognise 
when you need to change, you have to have the capac-
ity to change, and you have to be able to maximize the 
parameters at hand. If you’re a dinosaur, you’re not 
going to make it.”

8 steps to go
Trail-blazers? mavericks? gamblers?     
Success for Chris and Betty Jentsch is all 
about winning at change

Change Makers

By Madeleine Baerg
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Step 1: take advantage 
of your youth

Chris and Betty come by farming naturally. 
Both were raised by orcharding parents right 
here in the valley, and they’ve lived the sea-
sonality and the intensity of farming every 
year of their lives. 

After dropping in and out of college a 
time or two (“We got two diplomas between 
the two of us,” Chris says of himself and 
Betty. “They just both happen to be in her 
name.”), Chris committed himself to full-
time farming. Right away, he bit off more 
than anyone thought they could chew, rent-
ing and operating first one, then two, then a 
handful of local orchards.

But something didn’t sit right.
As Chris came to realize, the real money 

in farming rarely flows to the farmer.
“There’s this thing in me that says you 

need to value add,” Chris says. “Farmers 
do so much work but get such little return. 
You carry all this risk and do this incred-
ible amount of labour yet margins are so, so 
tight. When I got into growing fruit in the 
late 1980s, I didn’t want to just send fruit to 
the co-op and let a board make all the deci-
sions for me. I wanted to come up with a 
better way to add value.”

Drive through the Okanagan today 
and you’ll find countless independent fruit 
retailers, fruit packers, and fruit wholesalers 
dotted along every highway, lane and back 
road. Back in the 1980s, though, value add-
ing and selling independently was a brand 
new concept. In fact, until just a few years 
before, it wasn’t even legal for independents 
to sell fruit.

As Chris and Betty got into farming, 
the industry started to test the concept 
of private sales. To the two new farmers, 
forging their own path seemed the obvious 
right step.

So, 25-year-old Chris headed to the bank 
with what would become one of many loan 
requests.

“When you’re young you can work 24 
hours a day and it’s exciting. Banks are will-
ing to invest in youth. That’s when you have 
to jump on making something happen,” he 
says.

The bank approved a sizable loan to 
build a packinghouse building and equip it 
with high tech sorting line equipment. Then 
Chris started renting orchards “all over the 
place” so he’d have fruit to fill up his new 
building. 

Step 2: Swim againSt the tide
As Chris and Betty got rolling in the late 
1980s, the cherry market was falling hard. 
The market, already heavily saturated by 
heavy planting, struggled under a glut of 
cherries caused when canned cherries fell 
out of consumer favour. Not surprisingly, 
farmers started to cut their losses by pulling 
cherry trees.

Chris started planting them. Lots and 
lots of them.

Talk to Chris for two minutes and you’ll 
realize this is a man with his finger on the 
pulse of the industry. His success is built on 
more than just understanding and reacting 
to his industry: he seems able to anticipate 
consumer and marketing shifts before any-
one else sees them coming. 

“The commodity price for old-style, 
June cherries was falling through the floor. 
But if you could get your cherries out 
late, like July, we could see that there was 
this window in the market that was wide 
open,” he says. “And export conditions were 

favourable: Taiwan especially was starting to 
import a lot of cherries.”

They opted for new, high-density, late-
producing varieties like big, solid Lapins; 
heart-shaped, black-skinned Staccato; and 
bright red, extra-late-ripening Sweethearts.

The move proved almost immediately 
successful.

Meanwhile (one quickly learns there’s 
always a “meanwhile” in Chris’s world), Chris 
was pushing dirt on the first properties he’d 
purchased. Huge quantities of dirt.

Through the early years of farming, 
ravines were used as dumping grounds 
for all manner of garbage. Chris bought 
unfarmable, garbage-filled ravine land, 
then recontoured it, “folding it” into some-
thing something usable. While Chris insists 
he wasn’t the first to use big machinery to 
reshape the farming landscape, his ability to 
see what others didn’t added significant value 
to his operation.
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Step 3: Make yourSelf 
a front-runner

Then entirely unexpectedly, Chris’s father 
died of a massive heart attack during routine 
surgery. To keep his mom at home, Chris 
and Betty subdivided his parent’s property 
and then bought out the family orchard: 
almost 60 acres of prime, sandy-soiled, 
southeasterly exposed, rolling hill.

Right away, he started converting the 
home lot’s apples into cherries. Aided by the 
provincial government’s treefruit replant 
subsidy program, Chris and Betty soon had 
55 acres to cherries — a daunting task to 
manage, pick and pack.

While labour shortages are the bane of 
virtually every independent packer, being an 
industry front-runner means you beat the 
labour crunch.

“Labour problems come after a com-
modity starts to peak. We were in early so 
we didn’t have an issue. We had 30 people 
in the warehouse — predominantly older, 
retired packinghouse women — and they 
were awesome. And in the orchard we had a 
transient picking force of 50.”

Meanwhile, cherry packaging tech-
nology started to explode. From labour-
intensive sorting lines, technology shifted 
to automated, optic sizing. The Jentsches 
knew staying ahead meant investing in 
serious infrastructure, so they made capi-
tal upgrades so big and so gutsy that they 
became a topic of great discussion among 
more conservative growers.

The move proved correct and the dollars 
followed.

Yet Chris knew it couldn’t last.
“We weren’t going to be the only ones 

who found that late-variety window. Ameri-
cans started planting later varieties and at 
higher elevation, and those cherries started 
to sweep over our little window. I could see 
the writing on the wall in 2004.

“I knew the heyday was over.”

Step 4: know when to 
change directionS

With their young cherry orchard just reach-
ing peak productivity in 2004, Chris and 
Betty made an impossibly hard call.

“You have no idea how difficult it is to 
fire up a ’dozer and rip out picture perfect 
cherries. That was tough,” Chris recalls. “But 
it’s either in or out for me. I found a buyer 
for the packing line equipment and then we 
pulled the whole works of the trees out.”

Of course, Chris had a plan.
“By 2004, the vineyard industry’s renais-

sance was already in play. So grapes it was.”

Change Makers
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Chris and Betty talked about opening 
a winery right from the get-go but Betty 
(wisely) recognized how overwhelmingly 
massive the undertaking would be, so the 
two opted to grow their grapes for existing 
wineries instead.

The grapes grew fantastically on Chris and 
Betty’s premium, southeasterly facing slopes. 
Demand proved steady. All seemed smooth.

Once again, Chris knew it couldn’t last.

Step 5: Above All, be brAve
As farmers up and down the valley jumped 
on the grape bandwagon, apples, cherries, 
sagebrush fell victim to the push for more 
vineyard. Good land and increasingly mar-
ginal land alike all suddenly sprouted posts, 
wires and young grapevines.

As grape production shifted into over-
supply in 2012, demand suddenly dropped 
precipitously. From one month to the next, 
independent growers — even some con-
tracted growers — couldn’t move their crops.

For sale signs popped up everywhere. 
Grapes left hanging on vines slowly dropped 
to the ground over the winter, a depressing 
reminder of the sharp market downturn.

Chris knew the storm would hit them 
too. Still, it was a serious kick when, in May 
of 2013, Chris and Betty found themselves 
with no buyer for their coming crop.

“Our plan was to be happy just growing 
grapes. But then suddenly, you couldn’t 
even give away your grapes,” says Chris. 
“It’s hard to believe in yourself in times 
like that. There was a lot of pain in the 
industry. Even though you know success 
comes in ebbs and flows, when you can’t 
move your crop, it’s hard.”

It was a make-or-break time for the 
industry and individual growers.

“We had to do something. Otherwise we 
would have lost it all; we couldn’t have sur-
vived,” he says. “We had a warehouse and we 
had grapes, so we decided to open a winery.”

“If we’d known then what we know 
now…” Betty looks up from her computer 
to interject, before trailing off and shaking 
her head.

“As usual, ignorance saved the day,” Chris 
says. “If we’d known what was involved we’d 
gladly have opted out of the farm and done 
something else. But we didn’t know, so we 
jumped in. And the prime directive — to 
make the farm profitable — that was a con-
stant. We didn’t know anything about wine-
making at all but we knew the winery was an 
extension of value adding.”
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Step 6: Keep on Keeping on, deSpite uncertainty
The investment required to start up a winery, between the capital 
costs of winemaking and bottling equipment and the variable costs 
of winemaking expertise, is more than daunting. But the dollars and 
cents proved worse than just that.

Whereas the average farm family gets paid for its commodities 
at least annually, that isn’t how it works in the wine business. Invest-
ment doesn’t translate into immediate income because wine takes 
time to sell.

“A well-oiled corporate winery might be able to carry the costs 
for four years. When you’re a mom-and-pop, a Betty and Chris, it’s 
a whole lot harder to stay afloat until the dollars start coming in. I 
naively thought we’d bang out some wines and sell to a bulk market. 
When that wasn’t possible, we realized we needed to build a brand 
and convince people to invest in our product. That’s no easy feat. 
Here we are competing against great big marketing machines — and 
even at that level, those guys struggle too.”

What has played in Chris and Betty’s favour is a little timing, a 
little luck, and that unflagging, never-say-never work ethic.

A year before deciding to invest in a winery, Chris and Betty had 
found themselves with grapes on their hands as market demand slowed.

“I didn’t want to dump them,” says Chris. “Betty thought I was 
crazy, but I decided to crush them at a custom crush facility up-
valley.”

The crush produced 1,700 cases — a very small run by industry 
standards. Though expensive by the bottle to produce, the upside of 
the run was that it introduced Chris and Betty to the regulatory side 
of wine production and allowed them to work through some of the 
myriad winery startup tasks, from brand development to label cre-
ation to administrative organization.

And it officially gave them their first vintage. 

Step 7: Believe in what you do
Chris and Betty are three real years into building CC Jentsch Cellars. 
It’s a labour of self, of love and of tireless commitment in more ways 
than one.

The CC Jentsch name references Chris and Betty’s middle names 
(Carl and Coelho). The wine names themselves — “The Chase,” “The 
Dance,” “The Quest” — play on the theme of the couple’s enduring 
love story.

Today, they see light at the end of the startup tunnel.
“We’ve approached the winery the same way we approached 

sending fruit to the final customer. The buyer has to feel that they got 
good value. It’s not that first sale that will carry the day, it’s when they 
come back and want to buy more.

“Every wine bottle is our ambassador. We need people to buy it 
again and again.”

Step 8: alwayS looK forward
What’s next for Chris and Betty Jentsch and their CC Jentsch Cellars?

“We’re always looking ahead,” says Chris. “Tomorrow morning, 
we could wake up to a -25 C morning and we’ll have to start all over 
again. So all the options are open.”  CG

change makers
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I
t seems nothing ever happens fast 
enough in our society, not with Inter-
net connections or email replies, and 
not with the adoption of technology 

on the farm. At least, that’s the complaint 
from the manufacturers and service pro-
viders who say farmers just aren’t buying 
into precision farming fast enough.

Of course, from many farmers’ points 
of view, the issue looks entirely different. 
Why should they adopt a technology when 
it’s still so time-consuming and costly?

When GPS-based y ield monitors 
arrived in the early to mid-1990s, they 
were an easy sell to growers. Not only was 
the technology supposed to track yields 
and print out detailed maps, it was also 
supposed to help by defining specific acres 
in a field that would benefit from specific 
management.

At that point, “variable rate” became 
a buzzword, with assurances that it was 

coming, and that growers needed to be 
ready for its arrival, and the talk turned to 
variable rate spraying, liming, fertilizing, 
planting — even manure applications.

Unfortunately, the technology couldn’t 
develop as fast as the concepts or the 
expectations.

As the 2000s became the 2010s, condi-
tions changed for farmers as well. Costs for 
land and machinery increased, commodity 
prices became more volatile and farmers 
had to cope with an increasingly intrusive 
consumer sector bolstered by government 
interventions in farming practices.

Add to this whole scenario the genera-
tional shift on our farms and the changing 
genetics of our major crops, and it’s clear 
why this variable rate situation can get 
more complicated, not less. 

That’s the setting against which a group 

PG. 34	 	In	the	durum	market,	
these	special-crop	
strategies	can	reap	
higher	prices.

PG. 36	 	Jay	Whetter	reports	
on	whether	strip	tillage		
could	be	your	best	option	
to	seed	canola	into		
high-residue	conditions.
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Getting started  
at variable rate
A	new	computer	system	may	help	farmers	find	their	
optimum	path	into	precision	farming

By RAlPh PEARCE  /  CG PRODUCTION EDITOR

We need to 
make it fast 

and painless, so the 
learning curve is 
almost zero.”

— Sarah Lepp,  
Niagara College



from Niagara College is trying to introduce 
a new computer-based system to enable 
farmers to input their own data, including 
any maps they’ve generated and other infor-
mation pertaining to their farms, to create a 
variable rate “tool set.”

Dr. Michael Duncan and Sarah Lepp are 
part of that team, working with Ian McDon-
ald, Nicole Rabe and Ben Rosser from the 
Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food 
and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA). The Preci-
sion Agriculture Advancement for Ontario 
(PAAO) project is a three-year initiative, with 
funding from the Grain Farmers of Ontario. 
Duncan is a professor at Niagara College as 
well as the industrial research chair for the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council (NSERC), and Lepp is the senior 
research associate with Niagara College. 

The two have been working on the pro-
gram’s “crop portal” in an effort to empower 
growers to do much of the work of analyz-
ing their farming practices themselves. The 
work is slow for a number of reasons, not 
the least of which is a reluctance on the part 
of many farmers to plug their farms into a 
new computer-based management tool that 
has so many working parts.

It’s one thing to own a yield monitor 
and have those numbers available, but it’s 

another to pull together those data points 
with other properties of the farm, “clean” 
that data, and then generate the analysis.

Even then, the grower still has to evaluate 
the date and decide whether it makes sense 
to invest the money necessary to put the 
resulting plans to work, which may require 
yet more computer programs and more new 
machinery.

In the end, maybe it’s easier to just stick 
with the status quo, or maybe shell out a bit 
more for a certified crop adviser (CCA).

Or is it?

By the numBers
There’s an important question when con-
sidering the use of computers on the farm: 
What are people using them for?

According to the 2011 Agricultural Cen-
sus, the percentage of farmers using com-
puters for “farm business” was 59.6 per cent 
(122,697 farms out of 205,730 reporting). 
In 2006, Statistics Canada reported 106,409 
farms using a computer for farm business. 
The challenge here is one of quantity versus 
quality. Is a computer used for accounting? 
For tracking weather? For pricing new or 
used equipment? Or monitoring commod-
ity prices? How much time is spent on Twit-
ter or Facebook? How many farmers are 

using their computers for analysis of yields, 
soil types, fertility levels and topography, 
and then generating a comprehensive field 
map analysis that helps them manage their 
fields variably?

At the other end of the digital communi-
cations spectrum, Ipsos conducted a survey 
in 2015 and found 86 per cent of commer-
cial farmers read websites and online con-
tent for farming while 80 per cent used 
smartphones.

For all of the positive numbers from 
surveys though, it’s the anecdotal evidence 
that Duncan encounters — of an unwilling-
ness to invest time and effort in learning to 
manipulate data through a computer pro-
gram — that is most telling. He admits that 
it does take time for someone to familiarize 
themselves with the hardware and the soft-
ware, but beyond the time or any investment 
costs, there’s the mindset that creates the 
first barrier.

“It’s a huge paradigm shift,” says Dun-
can, referring to the generational thinking on 
many farms. “‘Grandpappy put down blan-
kets, I put down blankets, and we’ve been 
profitable all these years’. Typically what hap-
pens is that the farmer will say, ‘Don’t even 
talk to me about technology, I don’t want to 
hear about it’.” 

What often happens during that same 
conversation is that the farmer will direct 
Duncan or Lepp to talk to their son, who 
often runs through the make and model of 
the systems he’s researched — and would 
love to have. The question at that point is 
often whether Dad will sign the cheques.

crops Guide
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1. This screen capture shows the difference between raw data on a field (left) and the “clean” version (right) on the PAAO crop portal.

2. This screen capture is the raw data on its own, taken from the PAAO crop portal.

3. The goal of the PAAO crop portal is to enable comprehensive yet quick analysis and tool sets to enable farmers to be profitable. 

ImAGEs COURTEsY Of NIAGARA COllEGE

(Farmers) needed a tool set to look at 
and process the data, and actually do 

something with them.”
— Sarah Lepp, Niagara College



Defining variable rate
If establishing the level of computer adop-
tion and usage rates is a barrier, Duncan 
contends another important barrier is to 
define variable rate and show the computa-
tional process, and what it means to change 
from the old paradigm to the new. A simple 
model of the variable rate computational 
process includes:
•  Gather your data (ideally, 

multiple years of data).
•  Upload into a program.
•  Clean the data by removing 

outliers and unlikely values.
•  Grid the values using an 

interpolation scheme like 
“kriging”or “nearest neighbour.”

•  Apply a classification algorithm to 
the resulting map that divides the 
field into management zones.

•  Upload soil chemistry/recommendation 
maps to show nutrient levels in various 
parts of the field (every four years or so).

•  Assess the yields in each zone and 
begin to create a prescription based 
on the yield found in the zone.

•  Upload your list of fertilizers and nutrients.
•  Assign or let an algorithm assign fertilizer 

values to the zones based on yield and/or  
current nutrient levels in the zone.

•  Capture the resulting prescription map.
•  Convert the map scale to match the 

variable rate spreader you have.
•  Upload the prescription to the 

spreader (usually through a dealer 
API like John Deere’s APEX).

•  Apply the prescription.
•  Collect the “as applied” (the actual values 

the spreader is capable of laying down).
•  Compare as-applied maps 

with prescription maps.
•  Adjust applications if needed.
•  As you do this year-over-year, keep 

track of the raw data and generated 
maps to find usable patterns.

•  Back up your data — one day you 
will realize this stuff is gold.

•  Find a secure location for 
your data SD cards.

•  Collect crop with yield monitor 
to create raw yield map.

•  Compare results with as-applied, any 
additions, and the prescription map.

•  Assess financial gains/losses.
•  Start at one and adjust levels as needed.

Remember, this is the simple model. 
Companies such as Trimble and John Deere 
also recognize the sheer mass of calculations 
involved that are beyond the capacity of 
most home computers. That’s why Trimble 
and Deere offer their services via Cloud-
based technology. But it’s important to stress 
that the PAAO project is based on building 
a system that does all of this for the farmer 
and by the farmer. There’s no aggregation or 
selling of data with this technology. Farmers 
learn how to use the computer program to 
build their own analytical tool and recom-
mendations for their own farm. 

getting starteD the 
toughest part

At first glance, the crop portal is an 
impressive sight, with a variety of tables 
for farmers to input their data. It’s not 
just a database, however. Lepp emphasizes 
that it processes yield data and analyzes 
its place among available details and other 
information, such as topographical maps 
or soil test results — whatever a farmer has 
at their disposal. 

“It’s more than just a database, and orig-
inally, the PAAO project wanted just a data-
base to drop data, but that wasn’t enough,” 
says Lepp. “They needed a tool set to look 
at and process the data, and actually do 
something with them. The next step was 
to expand the tool set, to be able to do dif-
ferent calculations on layers and different 
years of data or work on both elevation and 
yield data together to create products. That’s 
what we’re working to expand out into.”

The other aspect that’s important from 
Lepp’s perspective is what this system pro-
vides in terms of visualization. It’s one 
thing to have a table of soil test results or 
year-over-year yield data. But when those 
data points or test results can be combined 
with a visual guideline or recommenda-
tions, that’s when the system begins to 
attract attention. 

Is this complicated? Is it time consum-
ing? Yes — at least in the beginning, con-
cedes Lepp. It’s far more complex than 
anything else that exists out there — and it’s 
a system that lets the farmer maintain their 
own information for their own use. She also 
agrees that it can be very intimidating, and 
she’s spent hours talking farmers through 
the process. Some farmers opt to hire a CCA 

to do this for them, and that’s great: one way 
or another, those growers are adopting vari-
able rate technology on to their farms. That 
they’re hiring a professional to do it in no 
way diminishes its value or the impact the 
technology can bring to their farms.

The worst-case alternative is to have all 
of this information, but not use it to any of 
its potential. It’s been estimated that more 
than half of growers with a yield moni-
tor look at the final results, perhaps take 
a picture of the screen or memorize the 
numbers, and then hit “delete”. Those are 
lost opportunities. And investing in new 
technologies — be they computer-driven or 
systems that are installed in-cab — may not 
be as overwhelming as the time needed for 
a person to familiarize themselves with new 
technology to the point where it becomes a 
benefit in terms of on-farm efficiencies.

It’s similar to upgrading from a type-
writer to a computer (but on a much 
larger scale). Is the typewriter simple? Yes. 
Does the computer take up more time to 
assimilate and incorporate into a familiar 
and manageable process? Yes. But in the 
end, the efficiencies are undeniable. The 
same is true with smartphone technolo-
gies: how many farmers have smartphones 
that they’ve learned to use? And those 
took time, as well, but the benefits seemed 
undeniable.

It’s the same with the PAAO project and 
its crop portal, but farmers are asking how 
can they afford to adopt new technology. 

But, says Lepp, “At $4 for corn, the 
farmer can’t afford not to invest, because 
he’s breaking his back to make $4 — and 
that’s where we come in. We need to make 
it fast and painless so the learning curve 
is almost zero. We’re trying to lower that 
learning curve to nothing so that it’s easy, 
it’s quick and they do it almost instanta-
neously.”  CG

precision farming

Additional information
The crop portal for the Precision 
Agriculture for Advancement in 
Ontario (PAAO) project can be 
found at cropportal.

niagararesearch.ca/. It requires a 
user to register, but if you have 
questions as to its use and process, 
you can call Sarah Lepp at  
905-735-2211 (ext. 7182) or email 
slepp@niagaracollege.ca. 
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I
f you’re selling bread wheat — Triticum aestivum — 
there’s a new price signal literally every second as 
it’s traded on futures markets. If you’re selling its 
cousin T. durum, finding a fair value is another 

matter. 
There’s no viable futures market for durum wheat, 

and there can be days or even weeks between trades on 
the world market, making it subject to sudden price 
changes. Durum is more like a specialty crop, which 
means growers need to do their homework.

Canada may be a key player in the world durum mar-
ket, but it is not the only player and price trends in the 
Prairies depend on more than just the domestic supply/
demand numbers.

Statistics Canada estimates that farmers planted 6.1 
million acres of durum in 2016, the largest acreage in 
more than a decade. The official production estimate 
of 6.8 million tonnes will likely be revised lower in sub-
sequent reports due to the poor harvest, but supplies 
should still be above the four to five million tonnes 
grown in recent years.

Canadian domestic durum usage typically comes in 
under one million tonnes, which means world exports 
account for the bulk of the price direction. Italy, the 
birthplace of pasta, is usually the largest single buyer. 
North African countries, especially Morocco and Alge-

ria, are also big customers, using durum for couscous, 
a staple food in that area. Those countries grow their 
own durum as well, so their purchases (and the resulting 
price in Canada) will also depend on local production in 
that key demand region. 

As on the Prairies, where the crop is concentrated in 
the traditionally drier areas, a relatively small change in 
rainfall can mean a large change in the North African 
crop, and a sudden change in demand.

That’s only reflected in cash values. ICE Futures 
Canada maintains a durum futures contract in name, 
although volumes are non-existent and provide little if 
any price discovery. Movement in the U.S. wheat futures 
can provide some direction, but the underlying durum 
fundamentals are different than those at play in the 
broader wheat markets.

Long gone are the days when the Canadian Wheat 
Board was the only game in town, but the now 
rebranded G3 Canada still publishes Pool Return Out-
looks with commentary that provides a glimpse at where 
the company sees durum heading.

PDQ (www.pdqinfo.ca) provides daily price updates 
on durum, which can be a good indicator of the day-
to-day trend. However, the PDQ numbers cover a wide 
range of delivery points, and a call to the local elevator is 
necessary for more detailed price opportunities.

U.S. elevator information is more readily available 
online, making those markets an important factor for 
the Canadian farmer to keep an eye on. However, foreign 
exchange and localized supply/demand issues come to 
play as well.

Marketing the 2016-17 crop
Every crop year is different, and 2016-17 presents its own 
challenges for marketing durum. A big issue this year 
will be quality, with high vomitoxin levels in Canada’s 
harvest limiting the potential demand channels for a 
large portion of the crop.

Jerry Klassen, manager of Canadian operations with 
Swiss-based GAP SA Grains and Products in Winnipeg, 
trades Canadian durum to Europe. He said any durum 
with over two parts per million of vomitoxin will need 
to move to feed channels, with samples of over 1.75 parts 
per million also facing restricted demand.

Farmers “will need to sell their durum into the feed 
market over the next four months. That’s when there is 
seasonal demand for feed,” said Klassen, adding “there 
are no other options.”

By Phil Franz-Warkentin  /  COmmODITY NEws sERvICE CANADA

Durum Marketing 101
Durum is grown in a few distinct regions of the world, and problems 
in just one can mean a sharp change in prices
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Italy’s “pasta purity” law requiring pasta to be made of 100 

per cent durum was overturned by EU regulations in 1988, 

but it’s still the preferred ingredient for making the highest-

quality firm product.



While Canada’s feed grain supplies are burdensome, 
and feed durum prices will be cheap, Klassen stressed 
that blending should not take place under any circum-
stances. Rather, he recommended that farmers get rid 
of their high-vomi durum for whatever they can get, as 
storing it is not a good option.

“When you have vomitoxin at that level, you cannot 
blend it,” said Klassen. “All they are doing is causing a 
headache for the end-user.” He said blending high-vomi 
durum runs the risk of a sample coming in above the 
tolerance, which can result in the rejection of an entire 
cargo.

European customers will accept durum with vomi-
toxin levels under 1.75 parts per million, while the cutoff 
is under two parts per million for all other destinations. 
Klassen said the best marketing strategy would be to “sell 
at regular increments throughout the year.”

Canada’s quality problems have given the durum 
market some strength, but U.S. growers had a relatively 
good-quality crop. As a result, the large premiums that 

that may have been seen in previous years for high-qual-
ity durum are not available.

In addition, Klassen said the top-end market is 
already saturated, with high-quality buyers Japan, 
Switzerland and the U.S. already well supplied for what 
they need.

“The world market has adjusted for the Canadian 
quality... You won’t see much price strength beyond what 
we’ve seen right now,” said Klassen.

Holding durum in an attempt to see better prices is 
a gamble unlikely to pay off. The European new crop 
harvest gets underway in May, while Mexico will also be 
harvesting its durum crop at that time. End-users will be 
turning their attention to the new-crop supplies in April, 
limiting the market for Canadian durum.

The Port of Thunder Bay also closed down in 
December, which means any business will be redirected 
through the West Coast. With fewer shipping lanes 
running, the interior bids typically widen during that 
period as well.  CG
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When you have vomitoxin at that level, you cannot 
blend it. All they are doing is causing a headache for 

the end-user.” — Jerry Klassen

Durum is a type of wheat, but its prices can move much differently than for its bread wheat cousin.
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P
oor seed placement due to excess or uneven 
residue is one reason for low seed survival in 
canola. The best way to manage residue is in 
the fall — ideally with the combine alone.

The fall objectives: Make sure the chopper can spread 
the width of the cut. Have a chaff spreader to avoid the 
thick harrow-immoveable mat of chaff right behind the 
combine. Cut higher so more of the residue is standing 
stubble. If necessary, harrow the crop on a hot windy day.

This is the no-till approach to residue management.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t always work out as planned, 

leaving a challenging residue situation in the spring. 
Perhaps surprisingly, after decades of no-till advance-
ments, good seed placement in heavy residue can still be 
a challenge.

The Alberta Crop Industry Development Fund 
(ACIDF) acknowledges this in a priorities report: “Hav-
ing seen the benefits of reduced, minimum or zero till-
age, most Alberta farmers aren’t looking to go back. Still, 
as many expressed at the ACIDF Cropping Initiatives 
Issues and Solutions Sessions, these new-school farming 
systems need a rethink in terms of residue management.”

Craig Shaw, who farms at Lacombe and is on the 
ACIDF board, has “gone back” — at least for his canola 
land. He tried residue managers to clear a path for his 
seeder openers. He tried vertical discs. Results were 
okay, but not great. “So we went back to tillage ahead of 
canola,” he says. “This is not the solution that those of 
us who are strong believers in no till wanted, but canola 
benefits so much from good placement in warm soil.”

What can we do for no tillers at heart who just have 
too much residue?

Residue manageRs
In theory, a “residue manager” that can sweep away 
residue ahead of the drill opener would take the pressure 
off residue management in the fall. It would eliminate 
the need for a spring tillage pass, which adds cost, eats 
up valuable time in the seeding window and can spread 
clubroot and verticillium. And the residue-free area of 
black soil would warm up faster than residue-covered 
soil outside the strip.

Based on Shaw’s experience, residue managers fall 
down in high-residue situations. The spoke-wheel units 
he tried had rigid mounts that could be fixed for light, 
medium or aggressive.

“Under normal residue load, they worked fine,” he 
says. “But even when set for aggressive, they didn’t work 
in big piles of straw or chaff.” This is a problem because 
that’s when you need them to work best.

Floating models are available, Shaw says, which 
would probably be an improvement, but the other issue 

Is strip tillage a 
residue solution?
We don’t want to see a step 
backward in reduced-tillage 
practices. So how can canola 
growers improve seed survival 
and crop uniformity in 
challenging residue situations?
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Craig Shaw’s Salford 522 double-disk drill has wavy 

coulters for residue management in front of each row. 

“They are not the end-all answer,” he says, “because in 

heavy straw they just ride over top.” 
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is row spacing. “In narrow rows, you can’t 
move a lot of residue before you start piling 
it up on other rows,” he says.

So Shaw tried paired wavy coulters as 
ground-blackeners in front of each opener. 
“They are not the end-all answer either 
because in heavy straw they just ride over 
top,” he says.

“They are better than nothing, but in 
terms of blackening a strip in front of each 
row, we weren’t confident we were accom-
plishing that goal,” he says.

He would like to see more research in this 
area, but as an individual farmer, he asks, 
“How much money do I spend on this?”

“With our little experience, we never got 
to the point where we felt we had the right 
answer.”

In the 2000s, researchers with Alberta’s 
AgTech Centre (now called the Farm Stew-
ardship Centre) studied various residue 
managers suited to narrow row spacing. 
Brands tested were Brummelhuis, K-Hart, 
Siemens, Terra-Tine and Yetter. While they 
often provided some benefit, improvement 
over the check with no residue manager was 
hit and miss. 

“In some cases, residue managers did 
allow direct seeding in residue situations 
where going with the opener alone would 
not work at all,” says Blaine Metzger, one 
of the study leads. But the AgTech Centre’s 
January 2007 report concluded: “Residue 
managers and wheels are viable options for 
use with hoe and disk openers while seeding 
barley, canola, peas or wheat, but signifi-

cant differences in crop emergence and yield 
occur infrequently.”

Strip tillage
Another idea is strip tillage. Unlike a resi-
due manager, which skims above the soil 
surface, strip tillers blacken a band of soil 
to turn in residue and improve moisture 
infiltration. They can also apply fertilizer. 
Ground outside each strip is untouched, 
making it a conservation tillage compro-
mise. Seeder openers, with the help of accu-
rate GPS guidance, go down the middle of 
each strip.

Strip tillage is gaining popularity for row 
crops, particularly because many row crop-
pers are looking for a conservation tillage 
option. Wide rows also leave lots of room 
for strips.

The University of Manitoba has several 
researchers looking at strip tillage for row 
crops.

They hope to show Manitoba corn and 
soybean growers how strip tillage can meet 
their goals for moisture and residue man-
agement and fertilizer placement while also 
adopting some conservation tillage.

Strips are often around eight inches 
wide. In one pass, the tools move residue 
out of the seed row, then till the strip and 
build a little berm — while leaving the rest 
of the land untouched. 

With strip tillage, U of M research-
ers found that yields match those of fully 
tilled fields, and crops that need moisture 
in August — soybeans, for example — have 

more potential to find extra moisture in 
untilled parts of the field. Soil in the strip 
is also warmer, which can be important for 
emergence in western Canadian climates. 
But Yvonne Lawley, who oversees strip till-
age research as assistant professor in U of M 
department of plant science, says the berm 
is the key. “If the berm is flattened, soil in 
the strip is not warmer,” she says.

The question of course for canola grow-
ers is: What about strip tillage for narrow-
row crops?

“I think this is definitely an option for 
growers tilling their fields currently, though 
zero- or minimum-till growers may want to 
consider other options first. Moving from 
conventional to strip tillage does minimize 
soil disturbance as it prepares the seed bed 
for canola and helps minimize in-strip 
weeds,” says Canola Council of Canada 
agronomist Autumn Barnes. “On the com-
paction front, strip till is another way to 
help increase porosity without totally rip-
ping up the entire field.”

Ken Coles, general manager at Farm-
ing Smarter in Lethbridge, leads research 
on narrow-row planters. “I think there is 
some merit to a strip tillage system like this, 
which is being replicated in our new preci-
sion planter project,” he says.

From Coles’ perspective, residue man-
agement is part of a bigger question: “How 
can we improve uniformity issues associ-
ated with canola establishment?” Taking 
care in the fall with higher cut heights, bet-
ter chaff and straw spreading at the com-
bine, and heavy harrowing are important 
steps in answering this question, as are seed-
ing tools that follow ground contours and 
have independent depth control, he says.

Is strip tillage part of the answer? Can 
a four-inch strip on 12-inch centres work, 
and is the cost of precision guidance to 
seed into the middle of that strip worth the 
investment? Answering that question will 
come with continued precision research.

To Coles’ point, canola growers want 
a uniformly emerging crop of six or more 
plants per square foot. While seeding into 
a swept or tilled strip of black topsoil might 
help, we don’t yet have a reliable solution 
for narrow rows in a messy residue situ-
ation. Until then, the best approach with 
your current seeding tool is to slow down 
to improve placement and, if the insurance 
is necessary, you put on a couple extra seeds 
per square foot.  CG

Jay Whetter is communications manager with the 
Canola Council of Canada.
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managing residue

Above: Strips in corn stubble. 

PhOTO: PATRICk WAlThER

Right: Craig Shaw has tried residue 

managers with limited success on 

his farm near Lacombe, Alta. 

PhOTO: JAY WhETTER



British Columbia
Jan. 15-21: Seasonable to mild. Windy at times. Fair 

apart from unsettled conditions on a couple of days with 

rain south and west and occasional snow elsewhere. 

Jan. 22-28: Fair but often wet on the coast, mixed 

occasionally with snow. Elsewhere intermittent snow. 

Temperatures vary from mild to cold. Blustery.

Jan. 29-Feb. 4: Variable as fair days alternate with 

coastal rain and occasional snow elsewhere, chance 

heavy precipitation in places. Seasonable to cold.

Feb. 5-11: Generally fair with occasional sunshine apart 

from scattered rain west and periodic snow or rain 

east. Seasonable to mild. Flurries in northern areas. 

Feb. 12-18: Seasonable temperatures with a few highs 

near 10 C on the coast along with scattered rain. Mostly 

fair and mild elsewhere with intermittent snow, some rain.   

Alberta
Jan. 15-21: Fair with seasonable temperatures and a few 

higher wind chills. Expect snow on a couple of milder, 

windy days with occasional drifting south. 

Jan. 22-28: Although it will be mostly mild this week 

with fair conditions, look for some snow with a risk of 

rain in the south on a couple of colder, windy days. 

Jan. 29-Feb. 4: Settled conditions dominate the week 

with considerable sunshine. Some snow mainly in western 

regions. Flurries and seasonable north. 

Feb. 5-11: Bright skies occur on many days with season-

able to mild temperatures. Brisk winds at times bring 

some snow and drifting. Settled, seasonable north.

Feb. 12-18: Variable temperatures with a couple of mild, 

dry days and some thawing in the south. Otherwise, 

scattered snow on a couple of days with a chance of 

rain south.

Saskatchewan
Jan. 15-21: Temperatures fluctuate from cold to milder. 

Higher wind chills and windy at times. Snow and drift-

ing on a couple of days this week. Cold, settled north.

Jan. 22-28: Cold and mild days interchange bringing 

a few dry days followed by some snow and drifting. 

Occasionally windy. Northern areas mainly cold, settled.

Jan. 29-Feb. 4: A few bright, sunny days with cold 

temperatures although slight warming and brisk winds 

cause some drifting snow to the south. Clear, cold north.

Feb. 5-11: Settled and sunny apart from occasional snow 

on two or three occasions. Near- to or above-normal 

temperatures. Scattered flurries, seasonable north.

Feb. 12-18: Sunshine this week apart from scattered 

snow and occasional drifting. Slight chance of rain. 

Seasonable with minor thawing south.

Manitoba
Jan. 15-21: Fair but expect unsettled conditions on 

a couple of days with snow and blowing. Fluctuating 

temperatures and windy at times. Clear, cold north.

Jan. 22-28: Alternating cold and mild spells bring occa-

sional snow and drifting snow to southern regions. 

Blustery winds raise wind chills occasionally. Cold in 

the north.

Jan. 29-Feb. 4: Generous sunshine brings seasonable 

temperatures but expect some snow on a couple of 

colder days. Brisk winds at times bring higher wind chills. 

Feb. 5-11: Fair skies and cold temperatures will inter-

change with milder air and periodic snow. Windy at 

times with blowing snow in southern regions.  

Feb. 12-18: Often sunny but snow falls on a couple of 

days. Brisk winds cause drifting south. Temperatures 

fluctuate and at times lean to the mild side. 

National 
highlights
January 15 to February 18, 2017

The relatively mild, dry weather 
pattern that has been influencing 
much of Canada is expected to give 
way to a colder weather regime in 
the early months of 2017. As a 
result, temperatures will return to 
more seasonable values. They will 
also be accompanied in a few areas 
by occasional heavy snow and 
blustery winds that will generate 
higher wind chills and drifting. In 
contrast to these wintry conditions, 
weather systems moving through 
British Columbia and the Atlantic 
provinces will produce milder-than-
normal temperatures and dump 
heavier-than- usual precipitation 
over the western and eastern edges 
of the country.
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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.com

Follow us on Twitter @CAFANET

CAFA MEMBERS ARE THE MOST VALUABLE 
AND TRUSTED FARM ADVISORS IN CANADA
January 25: New Parkland Chapter inaugural meeting, Yorkton, SK: 
Contact Delores Moskal delores.moskal@yourlink.ca or 306-795-7519

February 9, 2017 Farm Succession Update, Red Deer. Join farm advisors for 
professional development and farm-focused in-person networking.
http://www.cafanet.ca/farm-succession-agenda-reddeer/

March 23, 2017 Farm Succession Update, Ottawa. Finally, an information 
day in Eastern Ontario focusing farm succession! Plenty of great insights 
and a unique networking opportunity. http://www.cafanet.ca

June 8: Woodstock, ON: CAFA’s ever popular Farm Update. Details announced soon.

BY JOHN MILL, LL.M., CAFA

T he turning of a new year gives us 
cause to re� ect on what helped us 
thrive in the past year. If you are a 

farm advisor, then networking and education 
are your fertilizer and irrigation. If you could 
bene� t from a consistent stream of quality 
farm advisors to network with and learn from, 
then CAFA (Canadian Association of Farm 
Advisors) is for you.

CAFA is unique on the farm landscape 
because it is open to all farm advisors from all 
backgrounds. � e express purpose of CAFA is 
networking and education for farm advisors. 
� is purpose is expressed through monthly 
chapter meetings, educational workshops and 
updates for farm advisors.

Farmers look to advisors for guidance on 
dozens of issues and many times problems are 
interconnected and overlap. Farmers cannot 
a  ord the time or the money to canvass many 
advisors. A good farm advisor does that for the 
farmer, either to answer a few questions or to 
refer the farmer to another expert.

If you are really looking to thrive in 2017 
then volunteering with CAFA is the way. Let 
me share my experience.

Last year an opportunity came up to 
do a Farm Tax Update in Ontario. As a tax 
lawyer I have been attending tax conferences 
for decades, so I know what they look like. 
To organize the Farm Tax Update, I copied 
the format used by other successful tax 
conferences. I then contacted 12 experts who 
were CAFA members and each agreed to 
speak on one topic. � e Farm Tax Update 
was easy to organize because CAFA has such 
a strong and thriving membership that there 
is no need to go outside for speakers. Next to 
chapters, conferences really are the ultimate in 
networking and education.

Based on the Farm Tax Update we 
developed the Farm Succession Update and 
the Farm Management Update. Together with 
the Farm Women Workshop that CAFA had 
already been running we had four dynamite 
workshops each of which can be held in 
di  erent provinces.

� ey were all successful, revenue positive 
and very well-reviewed. In fact last year in 
Ontario, CAFA experienced the highest 
annual increase in membership in its history. 
Continued promotion of these types of 
updates is the true engine of CAFA outreach 
and membership growth.

� eseupdates are the prime example of the 
type of activity that promotes both networking 
and education. Last month at the second 
CAFA Farm Tax Update we had a larger crowd 
in the room and a sharp increase in webinar 
attendance. � is trend will continue for all 
of our updates as the CAFA membership 
continues to produce quality products.

If you are a farm advisor and you really to 
want to thrive in 2017 then your best option 
is to volunteer with CAFA. Join a chapter 
or start a chapter. Attend an Update or start 
another one and by 2018 you will be really glad 
you did.

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

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

Fertilizer and irrigation for the 
thriving farm advisor in 2017



O
ne of the world’s largest farm equipment 
manufacturers is predicting a bright future in 
China, and it is putting its money behind that 
belief. AGCO, parent company of well-known 

brands Massey Ferguson, Fendt, Valtra, GSI, and Chal-
lenger, has opened a new state-of-the-art manufactur-
ing facility in Changzhou to serve both its international 
needs and what it sees as growing opportunities in 
China. 

It also signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
with Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba to expand its 
distribution network across the country right to the vil-
lage level. 

Those investments come at a time when farm 
machinery sales are falling in almost every global farm 
equipment market, and have been for at least the last 
couple of years.

The tractor sales market, for example, sank around 
the world in the first nine months of 2016, according to 
data from the Agrievolution Alliance, including declines 
of six per cent in Europe, 29 per cent in China, 17 per 
cent in Brazil, 19 per cent in Russia and 24 per cent in 
Japan. 

The decrease is driven by a global fall in farm 
incomes, Agrievolution says in a report it released in 
November at the International Agricultural and Garden-
ing Machinery Exhibition held in Bologna, Italy. 

However, even in that context, the Asia Pacific 
region is leading the global agricultural machinery 
market, says a market analysis released earlier this year 
by research firm Technavio. In fact, it predicts annual 

While the war of words heats  
up between Beijing and 
Washington, AGCO is becoming 
a major player in the  
Chinese economy

BUSINESS

By LiLian Schaer
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sales will hit US$74 billion in the region by 2020, due 
largely to subsidies and increasing demand for mecha-
nization. 

That’s certainly the case in China, where generous 
government payments and land reform policies are 
driving mechanization, technology adoption, and the 
creation of larger farms. 

“Agriculture is probably the most important sec-
tor in China, given the size of the country,” AGCO 
vice-president and managing director of China Fred 
Yang told a meeting with international ag journalists in 
Changzhou in September. 

The country’s five-year economic plans switched 
their primary focus from industrial development to 
agriculture in 2004, sparking significant change in the 
sector. Large agricultural machinery co-operatives 
started forming to consolidate land into larger parcels 
more suitable for farm equipment use. 

A central government incentive program for agri-
cultural machinery purchases provides a 30 per cent 
subsidy for each machine, with some local govern-
ments topping that up with additional funds of up to 
20 per cent in some areas.

Of China’s three largest crops, wheat production is 
now 90 per cent mechanized, corn harvest mechaniza-
tion has risen from 40 to 60 per cent in the last three 
years, and rice paddy planting is approaching a mecha-
nization rate of 40 per cent. 

AGCO has a relatively new footprint in China, 
establishing AGCO China in 2008, but its Valtra brand 
entered the market in 2001. The almost 200,000 square 
metre facility in Changzhou opened in August 2015, 
and is the manufacturing base for the new Global 
Series Massey Ferguson tractors for both China and 
AGCO’s international markets. 

The Asia Pacific region represents five per cent of 
AGCO’s global business, compared to its largest mar-
ket of Europe and the Middle East at 56 per cent, and 
North America at 25.6 per cent. 

But that doesn’t mean AGCO can just walk in and 
do business the way it does in other regions.

“It’s a completely different type of farming here 
than in Europe. We manufacture different products for 
each region and distribute them differently. In China, 
our focus is on Massey Ferguson,” Gary Collar, AGCO 
senior vice-president and general manager of Asia 
Pacific, told the same meeting. 

“China is a diverse market, and it’s a mistake if 
you treat it all as one — you need to take a tailored 
approach to be successful in China,” Collar said.

A lot of that diversity stems from China’s size and 
geographic differences. The country covers five time 
zones, six climatic zones — from deserts to rainfor-
ests — and up to 18 different types of soil conditions. 

COUNTRY-GUIDE.CA  /  JANUARY 2017    41

Continued on page 42

AGCO relies on a dealer network in more populated areas for equipment sales 

and after-sales service, and has launched a partnership with Alibaba Group to 

reach rural users through e-commerce and local Alibaba service centres.

The Suxin Yuanwei agricultural machinery company in Jiangsu Province has 

entered into a strategic partnership with AGCO to help distribute its products. 

So-called “experience stores” let customers test tractors; the company has  

40 locations across Jiangsu Province, a strong agricultural region north of 

Shanghai.



Large, modern farms dominate the north-
ern regions, whereas small farms looking 
to increase yields and productivity are still 
common in the south.

“China has 22 per cent of the world’s 
population and nine per cent of the arable 
land, so mechanization and global-leading 
farm yields are absolutely critical to a sta-
ble farm economy,” Collar said.

Overall, the central government’s con-
tinued emphasis on larger farms and more 
scale means future growth in the 70+ HP 
tractor category and in new combine har-
vester technology, representing a tremen-
dous opportunity for AGCO, according to 
Collar.

“The government’s current five-year 
plan has a focus on locally made machin-
ery, which means that if we want to com-

pete in China, we will make our product in 
China,” Collar said. 

Currently, the Changzhou factory’s pro-
duction represents about 10 per cent of 
the Chinese market, but AGCO hopes to 
increase that to 25 to 30 per cent as the mar-
ket continues to grow. 

The Global Series tractors are expected to 
start qualifying for the government subsidy in 
early 2017, which will open new opportuni-
ties for AGCO in China, predicted Sun Lei, 
AGCO’s director of business process, China. 

Meanwhile, AGCO has been busy pre-
paring itself for that milestone, developing 
its distribution channels throughout the 
country. 

In addition to Changzhou, the company 
boasts three other manufacturing sites in 
China, alongside three parts warehouses, 

BUSINESS
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AGCO’s Gary Collar says their new Changzhou plant is AGCO’s largest, at nearly 200,000 square 

metres, and manufactures Massey Ferguson tractors for both the company’s Chinese and 

international markets.



three engineering centres and six sales 
offices. These are supported by an extensive 
regional network of dealers that can help 
meet growing demand from Chinese farm-
ers for quality, reliability and service.

“We’ve built a branded ‘experience store’ 
so customers can come in and try the trac-
tors,” said Yingfu Xu, vice-president of 
Suxin Yuanwei AM Co., Ltd, an agricultural 
machinery company in Jiangsu Province 
that has built a strategic distribution alli-
ance with AGCO. 

Jiangsu Province is located north of 
Shanghai, and with a population of 80 
million people, it’s one of China’s leading 
agricultural areas with approximately 2.5 
million arable acres.

“Chinese farmers have high require-
ments for farm equipment, and brand is 
crucial,” Yingfu said, adding that in addition 
to sales, his company also offers agronomy 
seminars for big AGCO clients in the region 
as a way of helping boost efficiency and pro-
duction volumes. 

Outside of the larger centres, AGCO 
has launched a unique partnership with 
Chinese e-commerce firm Alibaba to 
reach customers in rural markets. 

AGCO products are being marketed 
through cun.taobao.com, an Alibaba plat-
form that offers products and services to 
rural villagers. 

Alibaba’s network of operation centres 
in 100 counties across China provide after-
sales service and technology support for 
Chinese users of AGCO products, helping 
the company do a better job of reaching 
customers across the entire country.

“Distribution is an important part of 
our vision, and this new partnership with 
Alibaba is a very innovative approach 
to rural markets,” Yang said. “We’ve put 
people in 10,000 cities who can reach 
customers we wouldn’t be able to reach 
otherwise.” 

According to Alibaba Group, approx-
imately 600 mil l ion Chinese l ive in 
rural regions. They represent a largely 

untapped opportunity for e-commerce, 
with China Internet Network Information 
Centre data showing fewer than one in 
three rural residents use the Internet. 

In October 2014, as part of the Rural 
Taobao initiative, Alibaba announced it 
would invest C$1.7 billion over the next 
three to five years to build 1,000 county-
level Taobao rural operations centres and 
100,000 village-level rural service centres 
to boost rural e-commerce development. 

Such moves make Collar confident of 
AGCO’s future in China, pointing to the 
country’s relentless drive to adopt technol-
ogy and modernize its agricultural sector, 
and a GDP growth that, although slow-
ing compared to previous years, was still 
achieving 6.6 per cent year growth in 2016. 

“Even though China’s economy is 
slowing, other economies would be jeal-
ous of those numbers,” Collar said. “We 
have to keep the economy in perspective. 
China is diverse and challenging, but also 
quite a fun market to be in.”  CG
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A
griculture is all about cultivating, nurtur-
ing and producing, so it’s no coincidence 
that a unique and highly successful high 
school training program in Alberta is using 

those exact words to describe its vision.
“The Green Certificate Program cultivates partner-

ships, and allows us to nurture Alberta’s youth to pro-
duce the province’s agricultural future,” says Raelene 
Mercer, provincial co-ordinator for the Green Certifi-
cate Program.

“Our goal is to help support workforce development 
in the primary production sector of agriculture by cre-
ating skilled workers.”

The Green Certificate Program is industry driven, 
and in collaboration with the province’s agriculture and 
education ministries, it develops a career pathway for 
young people to pursue agriculture.

That can mean helping an individual go back to the 
farm and get involved in primary production, or it can 
mean helping them work in agriculture, either via entry-
level positions on farms or in agri-business or by pursu-
ing post-secondary education in an agricultural field.

More options to help More sectors
The Green Certificate Program offers Alberta high 
school students in Grades 10, 11 and 12 the opportu-
nity to earn up to 16 of their Grade 12 diploma credits 
through training in some aspect of agricultural produc-
tion, such as in cow-calf, dairy, feedlot, field crop, irri-
gated crop, sheep or swine production.

Most students participating in the Green Certificate 
Program still come from a farming background or are 
connected to agriculture in some way. In these cases, the 
students (the program calls them “trainees”) have a pri-
mary trainer, who is usually a farming parent or family 
member, who is responsible for making sure the trainee 
gets through their activities and works progressively on 
skill development.

In the case of Meagan Schwenk-Gattey, who took the 
cow-calf and feedlot modules of the Green Certificate 

Program, her primary trainer was her father. Meagan 
began the program in Grade 11, and recalls that it was 
the hands-on aspect which appealed to her the most.

“I am more of a hands-on learner, and I get tired of 
sitting in a classroom all day, so the program offered me 
the chance to work with my trainer dad and be physi-
cally able to go and do the jobs,” Meagan says. “It was 
something I was already involved and interested in, and 
it was great that I could get school credits for spending 
the time on our family farm.”

Increasingly, however, the program is branching out, 
and organizers says this is why interest in the program 
is growing, with two of the most recent additions being 
beekeeping and equine.

“We bring on additional specializations about every 
three years, and that has brought more interest into the 
program from different corners of our market,” says 
Mercer. “A good example is equine. When we brought 
equine on in 2009, our numbers basically doubled in 
three years.”

Those new programs are also creating interest 
among city students. Until then, the program had been 
adopted mainly by rural schools in farming communi-
ties. “Now,” says Mercer, “one of our largest enrolment 
areas is the Calgary Board of Education, which then 
opens doors for agriculture to be introduced to a new 
group of students.”

Mercer says that although there has been very little 
promotion or advertising about the Green Certificate 
Program, interest continues to grow and the program 
is expanding every year. “As we develop more and as 
we get more clients because we have new offerings, 
this brings us into another new school… there is just a 
grassroots marketing,” says Mercer.

“Once we’re in that school and that door opens, then 
it’s opening it up for other students at that school too, 
whether or not they have a farming background.”

Building networks
Importantly, the program encourages the primary 
trainer and trainee to build a network of other train-
ers and mentors within the industry to broaden their 
experience about other aspects of agriculture beyond 
what they have grown up with on the farm.

Meagan spent time with a local veterinarian learn-
ing about livestock medications, and at a John Deere 
dealership learning about equipment, as well as visit-
ing a neighbouring feedlot to see how they did things 
differently from her family’s own cow-calf, feedlot and 
grain operation.

“I knew we vaccinate our cattle, but I learned from 
the veterinarian about the breakdown of vaccines and 
antibiotics, and how they work in the animal’s system, 
as well as when to give them, and why to give them, 
and why we would use one antibiotic or vaccine over 
another,” she explains.

The program also challenged her to think about 
some of the things she had always taken as routine 
growing up on the farm, she says. “We walk out the 
door and do chores every day, but all of a sudden I 

Alberta’s 
Green 
Certificate
This high school program lets 
students graduate by gaining 
agricultural and on-farm 
experience

By AngelA lovell
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had all these questions to answer, and it made me sit 
back and analyze everything. For example, we have a 
mill system that we use to roll the grains for the feed-
lot, and I knew what buttons to push to make it work, 
but the program made me think about and explain 
the whole process of getting that rolled grain into the 
bunks for the animals.”

Meagan also came to see that she wanted to learn 
more, and she went on to complete the livestock pro-
duction diploma program at Lakeland College in Ver-
milion, after which she returned to the family farm. She 
has since helped out the Green Certificate Program as a 
tester for students, as well as by sitting on the board and 
helping to update the cow-calf and feedlot curriculums.

Nor is she alone. According to Alberta Education 
numbers, Green students are 25 per cent more likely 
that non-program students to take higher education in 
agriculture.

“The ones that don’t go into post-secondary and 
that go back to farms or the workforce are harder to 
track, but we do surveys every so often, and from that 
we know that most of them do find themselves some-
where in agriculture,” says Mercer.

Wherever the program graduates end up, it’s a success 
for the program, says Mercer. “We’re introducing people 
to agriculture beyond what they know at their farm gate, 
and our program opens their mind up to realize there is a 
lot more to this industry than what I knew,” she says.

Training The Trainers
Trainers find the program teaches them as much as 
they teach the trainees, and there is never a shortage 
of producers and industry professionals willing to 
participate.

“At the grassroots level, our trainers are involved in 
the program because they really see the value of pass-
ing on their inherent knowledge,” says Mercer. “We get 
testers who volunteer their time and they’re producers 
who were trainers for their own children in the past, 
and other agricultural professionals who see this as an 
opportunity to give back to their industry and to pass 
it along to the next generation.”

Both industry and academia are involved in the 
development of curriculum for the Green Certificate 
Program, which helps ensure it prepares students to 
continue on to post-secondary education or for a 
number of different roles within the industry, says 
Mercer.

“When these trainees progress through the pro-
gram... they can go wherever it is that they need to 
go to pursue the next level,” says Mercer. “Whichever 
way they want to go, we are a stepping stone that helps 
carry them on their way.”

“I strongly encourage students to look into it,” says 
Meagan. “I don’t think all students are aware of the 
opportunities that are there. It is really worth looking 
into and being a part of.”  CG
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I am more of a hands-on 
learner,” says Meagan 
Schwenk-Gattey, who 
adds, “I strongly encourage 
students to look into it.”



F
or many of us, the new year 
is a time of reflection. It’s an 
opportunity to take stock of 
where you’ve been, where 

you are, and where you’re going, both 
personally and professionally. 

This is certainly important for 
farmers, as January is a good month 
for a detailed review of the adminis-
trative side of the operation — from 
the business plan to the budget — 
and to determine what you want to 
accomplish, and how.

But what are some of the most 
important financial tools that we 
should be using as we prepare for 
the year ahead?

While they may not be new, the 
following tools remain relevant to a 
farm operation’s success. 

Start with a plan
A good place to start is with your 
written business plan. Contrary 
to what some may think, this isn’t 
something that you write at the 
outset of your venture and then 
file away. If your business plan is 
something that has been gather-
ing dust in your drawer, or hasn’t 
been looked at in more than a year, 
chances are it will need tweaking or 
even an overhaul.

Now is the time to revisit your 
strategy and vision for your opera-
tion, and to ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:
•  Does my plan still reflect my goals 

for the farm or agribusiness?
•  Has my vision for the business 

changed?
•  What does the financial forecast 

look like for the coming year?
The business plan serves as your 

roadmap and is an important doc-

ument not only for you, but also 
for any potential investors, banks 
or financial institutions, whether 
you’re a startup farm or if you have 
been in business for years and you’re 
looking to grow.

Good quality accrued 
financial StatementS

While cash accounting is a simple 
way to maintain records, it does not 
provide management with the infor-
mation necessary to measure profit-
ability and make solid management 
decisions.

Instead, you want a finan-
cial dashboard that can be used to 
benchmark and monitor farm per-
formance and that is based on good 
quality accrued financial statements. 

This is the only true report on 
how your operation is doing finan-
cially.

There’s a misconception that this 
statement is only required for the 
bank’s annual review process.

First and foremost, farmers 
should use accrued financial state-
ments for their own purposes. Farm 
financial measures can be used to 
track liquidity, solvency, profitabil-
ity, repayment capacity and finan-
cial efficiency.

With good information, finan-
cial ratios can also be useful in mak-
ing decisions on business expansion 
or contraction, and to judge the 
financial success of the business.

Depending on the objectives you 
want to achieve (taken from your 
business plan), you’ll also be able to 
determine which key financial ratios 
to track, and which to monitor in 
order to evaluate your progress from 
year to year.

coSt of production
All farmers need to know how 
much it costs to produce that 
pound of beef or bushel of wheat. 
It’s the only way you will know the 
market price you need to achieve 
to cover your costs and generate 
a profit. Once you’ve determined 
your cost, you can analyze the 
expenses or costs that contribute to 
your cost of production and iden-
tify which activities have the great-
est impact.

Now is a good time to review all 
the factors that go into your cost 
of production, from salaries and 
machinery to feed or new technol-
ogies, and look for ways to adjust 
your costs to increase efficiency and 
improve profitability.

Knowing your cost of produc-
tion is also a key component of 
effective marketing and risk man-
agement plans.  

riSk aSSeSSment
Identify what risks your opera-
tion faces, evaluate those risks, and 
determine strategies to manage 
them.

There are many types of risk in 
agriculture, but generally they fall 
under the categories of business, 
financial and strategic risks.

Production, commodity prices, 
input costs, environmental regula-
tions, changing technology, man-
aging family or non-family labour, 
leverage, interest rate fluctuations, 
foreign exchange fluctuations, 
working capital, and trade are all 
risks that may or may not be pres-
ent in your operation.

Once you have analyzed your 
risk exposure, you will be in a posi-

Top financial tools  
for farmers
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January is a great time to review the financial tools 
that help you make the best decisions

By Gwen Paddock  /  SENIOR DIRECTOR, AGRICUlTURE, RBC



tion to consider the best strategy for 
managing each risk. A good under-
standing of your risks makes you 
more likely to base your decisions 
on fact or analysis rather than emo-
tion or instinct.

This is especially important now 
since prices and the climate may be 
more volatile, and operations are 
bigger.

Budget
Finally, the budget is a shorter-

term plan that will give you a pic-
ture of the financial health of your 
farm. A key to success is to plan 
projections for the year ahead and 
track actual results aginst projec-
tions on a regular basis.

When something is off, you’ll 
know why right away. Now is the 
time to review the budget and get 

comfortable with the numbers, 
before you get busy planting and 
working in the fields.

Other tools farmers can use 
involve relationships and peo-
ple resources. Depending on the 
operation, some rely on a business 
advisory board or committee of 
individuals whose business acumen 
and views they value and trust.

Also becoming quite popular 
is the peer group. This could be a 
number of farmers from your geo-
graphical region — or even across 
the country — that are in the same 
commodities. This approach has 
been very effective for some farmers 
to benchmark themselves relative to 
their peers, and to help them iden-
tify areas of strengths or weakness.

Finally, your banker is a good 
resource for providing insight into 

the business from a balance sheet 
and income point of view, and what 
kind of management criteria they 
are looking for.  CG
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I
t’s no surprise that as farms get larger and more 
complicated, they need more working capital. 
There must be money available to handle large 
expenses, and to manage your way through cash-

flow swings brought about by volatile commodity 
prices.

Besides, in an era when it is so costly to grow or 
expand, it’s prudent to have more cash on hand for when 
an opportunity does arise.

The question is: What level of access to cash is right 
for you, and how do you monitor it?

Working capital is easily defined, says John Molen-
huis, business analysis and cost of production specialist 
with the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural 
Affairs. Simply add up your current assets, then subtract 
current liabilities.

“Current assets” are all assets in cash or easily con-
verted to cash, inventories and prepaid expenses.

“Current liabilities” in this context are due that year, 
including operating lines and the portions of loans that 
must be paid in that time frame.

“It shows you how much is available to pay what per 
cent of your expenses,” Molenhuis says.

Calculating working capital can give you a metric 
that helps to monitor your operational health.

Larry Martin calls it “current ratio”: the ratio of cur-
rent assets over current liabilities.

“I don’t think about working capital as much as the 
current ratio, and what I tell people is that you should 
be looking at a current ratio of two times assets versus 
liabilities,” says Martin, a principal of Agri-Food Manage-
ment Excellence, and a long-time consultant to farms and 
agriculture businesses on financial management.

Farmers not directly exposed to commodity price 
risk, such as those in dairy farming who have a priced 
product to sell every day (and therefore more regular 
cash flow) can get away with a lower current ratio and 
lower working capital.

Poultry farmers are in between. They have a product 
they have to grow before they are paid, but they have 
predictable pricing because of supply management.

Sharon Ardron, a farm management specialist with 
Manitoba Agriculture, also has a background in financial 
lending, so she brings to the discussion some under-
standing of the influence that banks have on working 
capital.

She also likes using current ratio as a good and easy 
measure of the health of working capital in a farm 
business.

“It’s a buffer against bad things,” says Martin. “The 
more you have the better.”

Martin says he had a client who forward contracted 
all his durum wheat to be graded No. 1 or No. 2, but in 
that particular year, none of his crop graded that well.

Yet he had a very healthy current ratio of 16 to one at 
one point, so he was able to work through the situation. 
Other farms with less working capital would have been 
at greater risk.

This past year, the early snowfalls on the Prairies 
provided a good example, Martin said at the time. “Guys 
are having a huge problem. They can’t get into the fields 
to get canola to fill contracts. These are the kinds of risks 
they are running this year.”

Be proactive in a year like that one on the Prairies. 
Ardron says a temporary bulge on an operating line of 
credit may be necessary, and a $250,000 operating line 
of credit may need to move up by $75,000 for a couple of 
months, until the crop is off and can be sold. She advises 
talking to a lender before trouble arises.

Volatility in the red meat markets was also challeng-
ing in late 2016. Farmers with more working capital will 
have more flexibility to weather the declines in prices 
and take advantage of rises in prices.

Not having enough working capital can also limit 
short-term profit opportunities.

Molenhuis uses the simple example of an identity-
preserved soybean contract that becomes available at 
planting and looks good for your farm. IP soys usually 
require more inputs, but if there’s not the working capi-
tal available, then the opportunity can be missed.

How mucH working 
capital do you need?

So what’s the number? How much working capital does 
a modern commodity-producing farm need?

Extension documents in Canada and the U.S. talk 
about a 25 per cent working capital buffer, but Mar-
tin and Molenhuis both say that as farms face larger 
risks, more working capital is needed, closer to 35 or 
40 per cent.

“Because market prices are so volatile and input costs 
are rising all the time, we’re suggesting a higher buffer,” 
says Molenhuis. “Thirty-three to 35 per cent is a better 
buffer in case corn prices really tank, so you have some 
reserves in there.”

Ardron says that working capital needs vary so much 
among different commodities that identifying one per-
centage is challenging. Instead, a farm business needs to 

How much is enough?
It’s happening on more farms. Is your working 
capital reserve dangerously low?

BUSINESS
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identify what that number should be based on the com-
modity they are selling on that farm, and they need to 
monitor it.

She also warns that working capital needs to increase 
along with farm size. “Sometimes farms grow at an 
explosive rate and they almost get starved for cash, and 
then it becomes hard to meet their obligations in the 
short and medium and long term.”

But it isn’t only fast-growing farms that get in trou-
ble. A farm that grows slowly can have the issue creep up 
on them, suddenly finding that they hadn’t been paying 
enough attention to the way their working capital needs 
were growing.

Make it a regular part of your financial management 
to monitor your working capital, Ardron recommends. 
And if your accounting systems or skill set doesn’t allow 
for that, then fix it.

“Maintaining good financial records is the base of it 
all, with good quality data and timely data,” she says.

Some farms will be required by their lending institu-
tion to provide financial health ratios. Knowing those 
ratios will also help with day-to-day management of 
working capital.

“All producers need to plan diligently for their work-
ing capital,” Ardron says, if not for their own under-
standing, then to make sure their operating line is at the 
right scale for the number of acres being cropped.

Monthly monitoring is likely enough, she says, 
although the ability should be there to check when 
needed, especially around periods when there are bills 
due and crop has not yet been sold.

Martin says he sees a large variation in working capi-
tal on farms, as measured by the current ratio.

If you don’t have enough
If you don’t have enough working capital, what do 
you do?

Refinance, take short-term debt over longer-term, 
and liquidate assets, says Molenhuis. That’s not where 
any farm wants to be, but when working capital gets too 
low, you will likely have little choice but to find ways to 
generate more of it.

On the other hand, maintaining health and growing 
working capital will mean the opportunity to invest in 
opportunities when they arrive, whether that be more 
land or other business growth and diversification.  CG
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I
f our food looks bad, tastes bad, or 
smells bad, we won’t eat it. So why 
don’t we treat information the same 
way? After all, we are told information 

is power. Information has value. Informa-
tion is essential to modern society. 

So if information “smells” bad, shouldn’t 
we be wary of consuming it as well? 

Dr. John McManus believes so, and he 
has developed the SMELL test for deter-
mining the validity of news and informa-
tion. “The SMELL test is designed to help 
anyone discern reliable information in any 
medium,” McManus says. “So I think it 
would be helpful for farmers as well.”

McManus earned a master’s degree in 
journalism at the University of Michigan 
and a PhD in communications at Stanford. 
He has worked as a journalist, researcher, 
consultant, journalism educator, and media 
critic, and he is also an author and book 
publisher.

In his latest book Don’t Be Fooled: A Citi-
zen’s Guide to News and Information in the 
Digital Age, McManus wrote, “I felt the need 
to share what I’ve learned to help others 
critically evaluate the enormous variety of 
what now passes for news as well as other 
information passed along as factual.”

The SMELL test is based on five cat-
egories, i.e. Source, Motive, Evidence, Logic, 
and Left Out.

Assessing these five criteria will allow you 
to evaluate any information for credibility.

“Source” simply refers to where the 
information is coming from. Is it an accred-
ited institution or organization? Is it from 
a recognized news outlet? Is it from a pub-
lished writer or author? Or is it the work of 
a blogger? Is there a byline with the writer’s 
full name, or simply a pseudonym? Can you 
even confirm the identity of the writer?

“Motive” is extremely important. Why is 
the information being presented? Is it simply 
to inform? Or is the motive of the presenter 

to persuade you to do something, such as to 
persuade you to purchase or sell? Or is the 
information intended simply to entertain.

“Evidence” refers to factual support 
within the information itself. How is the 
information verified? Is there peer-reviewed 
support for the information in the article? Is 
the information referenced? In short, how 
does the presenter back up their facts?

“Logical” means asking yourself  
whether the information makes sense. Does 
the evidence actually support the conclu-
sions presented in the information?

That leaves “Left out” which can be the 
toughest test of a presentation. Is the infor-
mation complete? What is the presenter not 
telling you? Is only one side of an issue pre-
sented or supported? Are omissions merely 
an oversight, or is it an attempt by the pre-
senter to influence you?

These questions can and should be asked 
each and every time you receive new infor-
mation, whether you read, hear or view it. It 
does not matter whether you encounter the 
information online, in mass media, in print, 
or even by word of mouth.

McManus’s easy-to-read book expands 
on each of these five criteria and illustrates 
them with examples of recent news events 
and how they were presented to the public. 
It should be required reading before anyone 
posts or re-posts anything online. 

The SMELL test is needed more than 
ever.

In September I wrote of a world-wide 
movement to ban glyphosate based largely 
on misinformation. In subsequent arti-
cles, I tried to inform readers about how 
to address the glut of misinformation that 
is behind the push not only for a glypho-
sate ban, but for the banning of GMOs and 
many other modern farming practices.

I also reported on what some of the 
major agricultural organizations that claim 
to be the voice of farmers are doing to refute 

misinformation about our industry. I was 
disappointed in how little attention farm-
ers and their organizations were and still 
are paying to the misinformation which is 
attacking us every day.

Opposition to glyphosate continues to 
grow. Since I wrote the September article on 
the push to ban glyphosate, the Italian min-
istry of health has instituted sweeping new 
restrictions on the use of glyphosate. I have 
confirmed through our consular office that 
under the terms of a decree with the extremely 
long name  “Revocation of marketing autho-
rizations and changing conditions the use of 
plant protection products containing the active 
substance glyphosate in implementation of 
Implementing Regulation (EU) 2016/1313 of 
the Commission of 1 August 2016,” the Min-
istry announced that as of August 22, 2016, 
glyphosate could no longer be used:

• in areas frequented by the public or by 
vulnerable groups in such areas as: parks, 
gardens, sports grounds and recreational 
areas, playgrounds and green areas within 
school buildings, playgrounds for children 
and adjacent areas to health facilities;

• for pre-harvest use for the sole purpose 
of optimizing the harvest or threshing;

• for the purpose of protection of ground-
water, for non-agricultural use in areas where 
soils contain a higher percentage of sand 
than 80 per cent; vulnerable areas and buffer 
zones as defined by the decree.

Especially troubling for Canadian grow-
ers is that Coldiretti, Italy’s largest farmer 
organization, immediately called for a ban 
on imported wheat from countries where 
glyphosate is used as a pre-harvest treatment.

In announcing the move, Coldiretti 
president Roberto Moncalvo said, “Italy is at 
the cutting edge in Europe and in the world 
with respect to policies regarding food secu-
rity and environmental safety, but we will 
not be able to defend our citizens if we don’t 
block imports from countries that continue 
to use glyphosate pre-harvest.”

Moncalvo is now pushing the Italian gov-
ernment to regulate wheat used for pasta 
coming from the U.S. and Canada because 
of the use of glyphosate pre-harvest. This 
would have an impact on durum exports 
from Canada.

And so the misinformation continues to 
spread. For instance, on November 15, 2016, 
the Food Babe made a number of unsubstan-
tiated claims based on a report published by 
Food Democracy Now about the toxicity of 
glyphosate. She went on to imply that Mon-

Before you believe it
Because our vulnerability to misinformation is 
growing every day, the easy-to-use SMELL test 
needs to become like an app that we turn on every 
time we connect to the web, listen to a radio,  
or even talk to each other
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santo and the FDA have conspired to conceal 
glyphosate residues in food.

Her assertions attracted the attention 
of Snopes, an organization which investi-
gates urban legends and misinformation. 
Based on investigation, Snopes labelled 
these Food Babe’s claims as false.

Last year, Snopes also rejected the arti-
cle entitled “Half of All Children Will Be 
Autistic by 2025, Warns Senior Research 
Scientist at MIT” posted on the website 
“Alliance for Natural Health.”

The article stated: “One in two children 
will be autistic by 2025 due to the use of 
glyphosate (Roundup) on food crops.”

Snopes rated the claims made in the arti-
cle as unproven and concluded: “Whether 
educated or not, guesswork is only the start 
of research in epidemiology, and no pub-
lished research exists to prove (or even sug-
gest) a link between glyphosate and autism. 
No evidence was presented in the article 
to provide context for why glyphosate (or 
GMOs) would be any more likely to account 
for the presumed increase than other envi-
ronmental factors, and it appeared the only 
visible connection between the two was their 
inclusion on a graph presented at a confer-
ence of an indeterminate nature.”

Yet for every claim, article, or post that is 

discredited by an organization like Snopes, 
there are many more which are not fact 
checked and are accepted as fact by consumers.

Complicating the issue even more is the 
growing number of fake news sites. The 
Internet is providing a good living to tal-
ented fake news writers who profit from 
ads and visits to their sites. National Public 
Radio, the American media syndicator for 
about 900 public radio stations, tracked 
down and interviewed one very successful 
fake news entrepreneur. One of their ques-
tions in particular deserves our close atten-
tion: “What can be done about fake news?” 
The answer given by the fake news writer 
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was: “Some of this has to fall on the readers 
themselves. The consumers of content have 
to be better at identifying this stuff. We have 
a whole nation of media-illiterate people. 
Really, there needs to be something done.”

The entire interview is extremely eye-
opening and for anyone wanting an insight 
into the fake news world, the NPR story and 
interview it can be accessed online. (“We 
Tracked Down a Fake-News Creator in the 
Suburbs. Here’s What We Learned” by Laura 
Sydell. It aired November 23, 2016, and it 
can be found by searching www.npr.org.

We only have to look at the recent U.S. 
presidential election to see how persua-

sive and acceptable misinformation has 
become. Politifact has won a Pulitzer Prize 
for its fact checking of American politics. 
It fact checked 334 statements made by 
the Trump campaign through the autumn 
and found 233 were mostly false (63), false 
(113) or outright Pants-on-Fire lies (57).

In his book, McManus wrote: “Infor-
mation can be unreliable for three reasons: 
because it is deliberately biased, uninten-
tionally biased, or simply inaccurate. While 
it is easy to point the finger at activists 
twisting the truth to persuade people, fake 
news writers and satire programs whose 
stories are sometimes accepted by a gullible 

public as fact rather than fiction, or even 
politicians stretching the truth, farmers 
are not without guilt. Online agricultural 
forums are full of  misinformation re-
posted by farmers without fact checking.”

McManus concludes: “We need to learn 
how to spot unreliable information our-
selves and warn others.”   

We act on what we believe to be true, but 
what we believe may not be reality. Unless 
we begin to critically question information, 
use tools like the SMELL test, and fact check 
the misinformation, the problem will con-
tinue to get worse, and so will the damage to 
the agricultural industry.  CG
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I
n the farming community, being independent is a 
point of pride. However, too much independence 
is actually bad for your health if it leads to social 
isolation.

The research is clear. Multiple studies over the past 
three decades have shown that loneliness kills. It’s as bad 
for your health as smoking, being obese, having high 
blood pressure, or not exercising, and it can cut 15 years 
off your life expectancy.

With a sharp rise since the 1980s in the number of 
people reporting that they often feel lonely, loneliness 
has been declared a major public health concern.

But it’s even worse than that. Loneliness is not only 
bad for our health, it can also be as painful as extreme 
hunger or thirst, says Montreal clinical psychologist 
Susan Pinker, who delved into the issue of loneliness in 
her 2014 book, The Village Effect.

When I contacted Pinker, she told me there’s a reason 
why loneliness hurts so much. Historically, being on 
your own put an individual at great risk, so our species 
evolved a desire to seek out company and to be social. 
Our survival depended on it.

It’s important, however, to differentiate between 
loneliness and being alone, says clinical psychologist 
and York University professor Ami Rokach, who also 
authored a book on loneliness. We are all different in our 
need for social contact, he says. Some very extroverted 
people require a lot of social contact while introverted 
people may need less.

“But we all need it to some degree,” Pinker agrees.
Rokach adds that there are shades of loneliness, and 

not everyone has the same experience. Some people 
experiencing chronic loneliness will get very, very busy 
while others will become demanding, angry and critical.

Chronic loneliness can also lead to depression which 
makes it even harder to reach out to others, he says.

Why are more people than ever reporting feelings of 
loneliness? Pinker points to several societal changes that 
are having an impact. First, there are many more people 
living alone today. In 2010, 10 times more of us lived 
alone than in 1920.

Also, in order to pursue better jobs or education (or 
new farm opportunities), people are more often sepa-
rated geographically from their families.

Even the day-to-day contact we used to have when 
shopping and banking has been replaced by doing these 
transactions online at home. Meals can be ordered 
online without even picking up the phone. Even when 
we are out in public, people are often scrolling through 
their social media feeds instead of interacting with those 
around them.

In addition, we are working longer hours, we’re less 
likely to know, or socialize with, our neighbours, and 
we’re spending more time on the Internet.

Electronic communications including Facebook, 
Twitter, texting and email can help maintain our social 
networks but they are not a replacement for face-to-face 
interaction, says Pinker, who says that when you can’t 
meet people face-to-face, talking on the phone or via 
Skype are the next best things to in-person contact.

Changes in farming and the rural landscape further 
add to the potential for loneliness. In many areas, rural 
communities are shrinking, neighbours are farther apart 
as farm sizes increase, automation means fewer people 
are needed on the farm, and we drive farther to shop and 
use other services.

Contrast that with the early days of farming in Can-
ada when neighbours got together to build barns, stitch 
quilts, chop firewood and harvest crops. Sometimes 
many hands were needed for the work but people also 
got together for companionship, says Dr. Catharine Wil-
son, a professor in the history department at the Univer-
sity of Guelph.

So, we know loneliness is bad, and we know a lot of 
people are suffering. But what can we do about it?

At the individual level, Rokach says the first thing you 
must do in order to tackle your loneliness is to accept 
that it is affecting you. Although there is a lot of stigma 
around loneliness, Rokach emphasizes that it is normal 
to feel lonely sometimes.

“It’s a part of being human,” he says. Unfortunately, 
the stigma causes people to feel badly about themselves 
and prevents them from reaching out, he continues. 

Next, Rokach recommends trying to understand the 
reasons for your loneliness. For example, those who are 
chronically ill often become socially isolated.

Rokach has specific advice for those who feel discon-
nected from their spouses. Being lonely inside your mar-
riage is one of the most painful kinds of loneliness, he 
says. He advises couples to invest in their relationships so 
partners continue to grow together.

Our society values money and professional success, 
which takes its toll on relationships too, he says. “If you 
are feeling disconnected from your partner, run to a 
therapist,” he says, adding that if you wait too long it will 
be difficult to save the marriage.

People should avoid using alcohol or drugs to help 
them cope, says Rokach. “These things are ineffective,” he 
says. Instead, it is better to get involved at work, at school 
and in your community, he says.

If you want to increase your network of social ties, 
Pinker says the best thing you can do is to get involved 

Friendships for your life
For more and more of us, loneliness is a serious health risk

life

By Helen lammers-Helps
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in something that requires weekly attendance. Join a 
choir, a hiking group, a sports team, a bridge club or 
a religious group, or meet informally with a group of 
friends at the local coffee shop at the same time each 
week, she suggests.

This can be a little more challenging for introverts 
(who make up about 30 per cent of the population) but 
even activities that are normally solitary can be done in 
groups, such as a crafter’s night or a book club.

“We should be structuring social contact into our 
days much the same way we plan for physical exercise,” 
says Pinker.

We can also increase our face-to-face and phone con-
tact with our work peers by “saving email and texts for 
figuring out logistics,” she says.

Communities can also play a role in reversing the 
loneliness trend. It should start when our children 
are young, says Rokach. “We should be teaching our 
children in kindergarten about compassion and inclu-
sion,” he says.

Community programs that connect the young and 
the old will benefit all involved. Children gain a broader 
perspective while the seniors benefit from having some-
one listen to them.

Community builder Doug Griffiths, author of the 
best-selling book Thirteen Ways to Kill Your Commu-
nity, has seen many examples of rural communities 
across Canada reducing social isolation. Libraries can 
serve as community hubs by offering craft and technol-
ogy workshops and creative spaces. For example, the 
Owen Sound and North Grey Union library in south-
ern Ontario is creating a Maker Space where people 
can come together to use new technologies such as 3D 
printers, record a video using a green screen, or learn to 
sew and how to fix things.

These programs bring like-minded people together 
from the community and surrounding areas.

Grey County has also established Launch Pad, the 
Youth Technology & Activity Centre, in Hanover, Ont., 
to provide a safe learning environment for youth liv-
ing in rural communities to explore skill-building 
opportunities. The space includes a learning kitchen, a 

computer lab, a place to socialize and opportunities to 
learn trade skills.

In Nova Scotia, Pulse Pictou County is an initiative 
that aims to form a cohesive community among young 
working people living in the county. They offer activities 
geared towards professional development and network-
ing, community development and betterment, athletics 
and wellness and, most importantly, social activities.

In Camrose, Alta., there is a lively seniors’ association 
that ensures lots of opportunities for seniors to connect 
and mingle. This, in turn, draws more seniors to want to 
live there, says Griffiths.

The advantage of this “Village Effect,” says Pinker 
is that it “not only helps you live longer, it makes you 
want to.”  CG
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Resources
Books:

•  The Village Effect (Random House 
Canada, 2014) by Susan Pinker

•  Loneliness, Love and All That’s Between 
(Nova Publishers, 2013) by Ami Rokach

•  Loneliness: Human Nature and the 
Need for Social Connection (2008) by 
John T. Cacioppo and William Patrick

•  13 Ways to Kill your Community, 2nd 
Edition, by Doug Griffiths, offers 
practical, implementable steps that 
can be taken to bring a community 
back to life. Available at www.13ways.ca/

Online Ted Talk Videos:

“The Lethality of Loneliness” by John Cacioppo, 
University of Chicago Neurologist 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=_0hxl03JoA0

“Why we all need to practice emotional first aid” by 
psychologist and author, Guy Winch 
www.ted.com/talks/guy_winch_the_

case_for_emotional_hygiene
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Monsanto Company is a member of Excellence Through Stewardship® (ETS). Monsanto products are commercialized in accordance with ETS Product Launch Stewardship Guidance, and in compliance with Monsanto’s Policy for 
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only be exported to, or used, processed or sold in countries where all necessary regulatory approvals have been granted. It is a violation of national and international law to move material containing biotech traits across boundaries into nations 
where import is not permitted. Growers should talk to their grain handler or product purchaser to confirm their buying position for these products. Excellence Through Stewardship® is a registered trademark of Excellence Through Stewardship.

ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW PESTICIDE LABEL DIRECTIONS. Roundup Ready® technology contains genes that confer tolerance to glyphosate, an active ingredient in Roundup® brand agricultural herbicides. Roundup Ready 2 Xtend™ 
soybeans contain genes that confer tolerance to glyphosate and dicamba. Agricultural herbicides containing glyphosate will kill crops that are not tolerant to glyphosate, and those containing dicamba will kill crops that are not tolerant to 
dicamba. Contact your Monsanto dealer or call the Monsanto technical support line at 1-800-667-4944 for recommended Roundup Ready® Xtend Crop System weed control programs. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for canola contains the 
active ingredients difenoconazole, metalaxyl (M and S isomers), fludioxonil and thiamethoxam. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for canola plus Vibrance® is a combination of two separate individually-registered products, which together 
contain the active ingredients difenoconazole, metalaxyl (M and S isomers), fludioxonil, thiamethoxam, and sedaxane. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for corn (fungicides and insecticide) is a combination of four separate individually-
registered products, which together contain the active ingredients metalaxyl, trifloxystrobin, ipconazole, and clothianidin. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for corn (fungicides only) is a combination of three separate individually-registered 
products, which together contain the active ingredients metalaxyl, trifloxystrobin and ipconazole. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for corn with Poncho®/VoTivo™ (fungicides, insecticide and nematicide) is a combination of five separate 
individually-registered products, which together contain the active ingredients metalaxyl, trifloxystrobin, ipconazole, clothianidin and Bacillus firmus strain I-1582. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for soybeans (fungicides and insecticide) 
is a combination of four separate individually registered products, which together contain the active ingredients fluxapyroxad, pyraclostrobin, metalaxyl and imidacloprid. Acceleron® seed applied solutions for soybeans (fungicides only) is a 
combination of three separate individually registered products, which together contain the active ingredients fluxapyroxad, pyraclostrobin and metalaxyl. Acceleron®, Cell-Tech™, 
DEKALB and Design®, DEKALB®, Genuity and Design®, Genuity®, JumpStart®, Optimize®, RIB Complete®, Roundup Ready 2 Technology and Design®, Roundup Ready 2 Xtend™, 
Roundup Ready 2 Yield®, Roundup Ready®, Roundup Transorb®, Roundup WeatherMAX®, Roundup Xtend™, Roundup®, SmartStax®, TagTeam®, Transorb®, VaporGrip®, VT Double 
PRO®, VT Triple PRO® and XtendiMax® are trademarks of Monsanto Technology LLC. Used under license. Fortenza® and Vibrance® are registered trademarks of a Syngenta group 
company. LibertyLink® and the Water Droplet Design are trademarks of Bayer. Used under license. Herculex® is a registered trademark of Dow AgroSciences LLC. Used under license. 
Poncho® and Votivo™ are trademarks of Bayer. Used under license. ©2016 Monsanto Canada Inc.
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D
iabetes is a metabolic 
disease, which means 
it is associated with a 
problem in the way your 

body metabolizes a substance. Spe-
cifically, in the case of diabetes your 
body has problems with a carbohy-
drate, i.e. glucose.

In 2010, it was estimated that 2.7 
million Canadians were living with a 
diagnosis of diabetes, and that over 
the next 10 years this number would 
almost double.

Unfortunately too, about one 
million Canadians have diabetes but 
do not know it and have not been 
diagnosed.

The pancreas produces insulin, 
which is the hormone in the body 
responsible for carbohydrate metab-
olism. With diabetes, your pancreas 
either doesn’t produce enough or any 
insulin or, alternatively, your insulin 
doesn’t work as well as it should.

At one time, there was no cure 
for diabetes, but in the early 1920s 
Banting and Best worked with dogs 
and discovered that insulin recov-
ered from healthy pancreases could 
be injected into animals with diabetes 
and the disease could be controlled.

This research lead to the use in 
people of insulins derived from pigs 
and cattle sources. Diabetes was no 
longer a death sentence.

Insulin must be injected. It can-
not be taken orally because the 
digestive process destroys the mol-
ecule. However, today science has 
developed a wide variety of insulin 
pens, needles, and delivery devices 
including pumps that make insulin 
injections comfortable. 

Today, insulins are also syn-
thetically manufactured in large 
facilities and are very similar to the 
insulin that would naturally occur 
in your body.

Currently, insulin is commonly 
used along with oral drugs in the 
treatment of diabetes even when 
your body has its own supply of 
insulin. Used earlier and in combi-
nation with other drugs, this trans-
lates into better control of diabetes.

There are lots of insulin choices. 
Rapid-acting analogues include 
aspart, glulisine, and lispro and are 
intended to be used after eating 
when your body needs to metabo-
lize carbohydrates. Short-acting or 
regular insulins are also intended 
to be used after eating. Intermedi-
ate-acting insulins, such as NPH, 
are designed to be injected less fre-
quently throughout the day, and 
long-acting basal analogs, for exam-
ple detemir and glargine, have the 
advantage of needing only one daily 
dosing.

There are also pre-mixed insu-
lins which combine shorter- and 
longer-acting insulins. The idea is 
that your insulin use should mimic 
what your pancreas would normally 
be doing.  

Keeping a blood glucose log 
will keep you up-to-date with how 
your body is managing and it may 
enable you to make insulin dos-
ing adjustments. Too low a blood 
glucose (i.e. hypoglycemia) is the 

notable adverse effect of insulin. 
You don’t feel well, and you may be 
nervous, anxious, shaky, irritable, 
confused, lightheaded, clammy, 
sweaty, and chilly.

Boosting your blood glucose 
is the treatment, and 15 millilitres 
sugar (about three packets), 3/4 cup 
of fruit juice or soft drink, or even 
15 millilitres of honey is recom-
mended to reverse hypoglycemia.

One other group of diabetes 
drugs also needs to be injected, again 
because digestion will destroy it. 
These are the GLP-1 or glucagon-like 
peptide-1 receptor agonists which 
stimulate insulin production in the 
pancreas and reduce your liver’s 
ability to produce extra glucose.

Exenatide and liraglutide are the 
two products available in Canada, 
with the former requiring twice-daily 
injections and the latter once-daily 
ones. They can initially cause nau-
sea which may diminish with time, 
but they can also reduce your appe-
tite and result in some weight loss.

Good management of diabetes 
is possible with a combination of 
oral drugs, but can include inject-
able ones like insulin and the GLP-1 
receptor agonists. You may need to 
try several regimes, but you are sure 
to find one that works for you.  CG

Do you neeD  
an injectable for diabetes? 
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NExt IssUE
You are probably amazed by the wide variety of bandages available for treating cuts and scrapes. Some may have 
antibacterial or antiseptic agents right in them, and others have easy-to-remove adhesive strips. Next month we’ll have a 
look at some of the newer products and give you some tips to cope with minor wounds.

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

Good management of 
diabetes is possible with a 
combination of oral drugs, 
but can include injectables…
you may need to try several 
regimes, but you are sure 
to find one that works



COUNTRY-GUIDE.CA  /  JANUARY 2017    57

I 
think you need more sun-
screen,” Dale told his wife, as 
he stood up and moved his 
lawn chair aside.

“I’m fine,” Donna said, barely 
looking up from her sudoko puzzle.

“No, this desert sun can really 
bake a person,” Dale insisted. “And 
that glare off the side of the trailer’s 
probably making it worse. You don’t 
want a sunburn.”

Donna just laughed. “I put on 
more sunscreen about 10 minutes 
ago. I know what you’re up to. You 
don’t have to make up excuses. Go 
on inside and call Jeff again. See 
what’s happening on the farm. But 
don’t keep him too long. He’ll stop 
taking your calls.”

Instead of relaxing in the sun 
on their second day in the Yuma 
trailer court, Dale had been pacing 
around their site. Day 1 had been 
busy. He’d hooked up the water and 
sewer, checked the appliances, set 
up yard decorations and taken a 
tour of the trailer court. After sup-
per he’d helped Bill and Edna, the 
older couple in the site next door, 
put together a new barbecue.

“We were worried about your 
dad when we heard he’d had that 
stroke,” Bill had said to Dale. “Too 
bad he’s not up to coming down, but 
it’s nice that you’re using the spot. 
Ed prepaid for this season. Someone 
might as well use it.”

“We’re not ready to retire,” Dale 
had said. “But there’s no point leav-
ing Ed’s trailer in the shed all winter.”

“Maybe you can give me a hand 
with my trailer slide tomorrow,” 
Bill said. “It’s sticking a bit on the 
north side.”

“I can help you tackle that.” 
Dale was happy to have a pro ject to 
look forward to.

But the next morning, Bill and 
Edna had headed out in the car 
before Dale got outside, and they 
hadn’t been back all day. With Ed’s 
trailer in order, Dale didn’t know 
what to do with himself, and Donna 
wasn’t helping.

Dale went inside and called 
home again, to make sure Jeff 
was all right on his own. When he 

came back out into the sun, Dale 
looked grim.

“Everything OK at the farm?” 
Donna asked 

“It’s cold.” 
“It’s January in Saskatchewan.”
“No. Really cold. Too cold for the 

school bus. Jenny’s preschool class 
was cancelled because the teacher 
didn’t want to drive to town. Mark 
couldn’t get to work this morning 
— his truck wouldn’t start, but Jeff 
didn’t need him anyway. The Har-
mons were supposed to bring their 
durum for Jeff to clean, but they 
couldn’t get their auger running.”

“Doesn’t sound like we’re miss-

ing much,” Donna said, frowning 
down at the page as she tried to fig-
ure out whether the missing number 
in the corner was a six or a two.

“Well, no. But there’s lots we 
could be doing. What if our water 
pipes freeze? What if the furnace 
quits?” He checked the weather app 
on his phone. “Look at this Donna. 
The system’s going to hang over the 
yard until at least Thursday.”

“Jeff ’s in the yard,” Donna said. 
“He’ll call if anything happens.”

“I suppose,” Dale said. He sat 
down in his lawn chair. Then stood 
up again.

“It’s easy for you,” he said. 
“You’re always going on vacation. 
You know how to behave. How to 
keep busy all day.” 

Donna shook her head and 
looked up at him. “You’re going to 

need to do something other than 
work on the farm. Someday we  
really are going to have to retire. 
Then what will you do?”

Dale didn’t know, and he wasn’t 
ready to think about it.

“We’re not even old enough to 
come to Arizona,” he complained. 
“There’s probably a state law against 
people as young as us spending a 
whole month here.” 

“We’re older than you think,” 
Donna said. “There’re lots of people 
our age here.” 

Dale glared at her, then went 
back into the trailer to get himself a 
glass of iced tea. He brought one out 

for Donna, who took it from him 
with a smile.

“Why don’t you go down and 
see what’s happening in that activity 
centre?” Donna asked. “Edna told 
me there’s a woodworking room in 
there.” 

“I don’t know,” Dale said. “I’ve 
never really pictured myself wood-
working.”

“Have you ever pictured yourself 
doing anything that didn’t involve a 
tractor?”

Dale had no answer for that. 
“You could rent some golf clubs 

and see if your swing’s improved 
since your last game. That was back 
in about 1997, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t think enough time’s 
passed yet,” Dale said. 
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Continued on page 58

You would find a club to join aleady,” 
Dale said, not really sure whether he 

was irritated or happy

“ Signed up for  
a full January
It’s supposed to be a vacation, isn’t it?



Reflections    
by Rod AndRews   

retired AnglicAn bishop

T
he earth rests in silence under a blanket of snow. The vast-
ness and quietness of the earth at night grip me. The land-
scape seems empty and motionless until I glimpse the light 
of a distant farmhouse or the hopping of a rabbit.

If silence is a gift, we rarely treat it as such. We clamour for noise. 
Returning home I turn on the TV to get the latest on the 24-hour news 
channel. Beeps tell me the microwave cycle is finished, or the laundry 
needs to be removed from the dryer.

Even a graveyard is not silent. I worked with a church committee 
that had a hard time making a decision. The best choice would have 
disturbed the parish matriarch, long dead. She was in control from her 
burial place.

Ron Lawford taught safe driving courses for seniors. He recom-
mended making three right turns to avoid one potentially dangerous 
left turn. His mantra before changing lanes was “mirrors, shoulder, sig-
nal.” I presided at Ron’s funeral in October but he continues to speak 
to me as I manoeuvre my pickup in traffic.       

In earlier times a minister would ride a saddle horse from town 
to town, leading church services. One of these circuit riders met a 
man who challenged him — “You have an easy job, all you have to 
do is think about God all day.” The minister argued, “Being quiet 
and thinking about God is not so easy. If you can be quiet and think 
about God for one minute, I will give you this horse.” The man, 
incredulous, accepted the challenge. A half-minute passed and the 
man seemed to be in deep contemplation, until he blurted out, 
“Does that include the saddle?”  

I flew from Yellowknife, Northwest Territory, to Norman Wells on 
the Mackenzie River, a distance of several hundred miles. When the 
weather deteriorated I became anxious and tried to contact a flight ser-
vice specialist. I was out of radio reach. Finally a reassuring voice in my 
headset told me the weather ahead was good. The break in the silence 
was a relief. 

Last summer the school was closing in Gleichen, Alta. A long-time 
resident of the town, Vern Hoff, wrote to the Strathmore Times: “For 
the first time in 127 years, the clanging of a school bell will not pierce 
the early September air in Gleichen.” Across those years, Gleichen had 
been a thriving town on the main CPR rail line, and that school bell 
had been heard despite regional rebellions, foreign wars, nationwide 
depressions, local disasters, fabulous growth, explosive expansion in 
agricultural production, thousands of lively sporting events, hundreds 
of memorable entertainment moments and a dozen decades of happy, 
comfortable living.

More than six generations of wonderful people had lived their lives 
to the familiar ringing of that bell, Vern said.

“It’s not just the end of an era, but a silent requiem for a once thriv-
ing community hub,” he wrote. “Let’s hope a better future will return 
that welcoming sound and the venerable institution it symbolizes… 
Until then it’s a sad silent September, the first in Gleichen.”

Robert Greene is a retired Anglican priest who lives in Calgary. He 
often conducted services in a southern Alberta town. An elderly gentle-
man attended every week. He religiously turned off his hearing aid 
before Bob’s sermon, sat in silence, and turned it on when the homily 
ended. Bob queried him: “Why don’t you listen to my sermons? I work 
hard to prepare them.” 

“Well,” the old timer drawled, “it saves on the batteries.”  
Suggested Scripture: Psalm 46, Isaiah 40:28-31

Rod Andrews is a retired Anglican bishop. He lives in Saskatoon.
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“I think there are a few men out on the pickleball 
court. Maybe you could try that.”

“Pickleball?” Dale asked, with such a loud snort of 
derision that Donna gave up.

“You’d better figure out something to do. I’m going 
to the book club meeting in the activity centre at two 
o’clock. I haven’t met any of the women, but I’ve read 
the book, so I’m sure they’ll let me sit in.” 

“You would find a club to join already,” Dale said, 
not really sure whether he was irritated or happy that his 
wife could adjust so easily.

After Donna left, Dale paced some more, stalking 
back and forth over the small cement plot alongside Ed’s 
trailer. 

On Dale’s eighth pass, a side-by-side out on the street 
caught his eye. And his ear.

“That thing doesn’t quite sound right,” Dale called 
out to the driver.

“You’re telling me,” the man replied, pulling to 
stop in front of Ed’s trailer. “I was just taking it home 
to take a look at it. It belongs to a guy down at the 
end of the street, but he doesn’t know how to fix any-
thing.”

“This is the same make as the one we’ve got at the 
farm. We’ve had a lot of trouble with ours too. I could 
probably give you a hand,” Dale offered. 

“I could use the help. Hop in. Where’s your farm?” 
Dale climbed into the passenger side and explained 

his farm location. 
“I grow corn and soybeans straight south of you, 

down in South Dakota. Name’s Ken Wolfe. So what are 
land prices doing up your way?”

The two men finished fixing the side-by-side well 
before they finished the conversation. 

“A few of the guys gather for pre-dinner cocktails 
every Tuesday,” Ken said. “Why don’t you come along? 
You’ll fit in fine. There’s a farmer from Iowa who’s 
always wrong about corn futures, and a rancher from 
Alberta who doesn’t think Trump should’ve won the 
election. They can get pretty worked up, but it gets me 
out of the trailer while Muriel’s hosting her quilting 
group.” 

Donna came home from the book club to an empty 
trailer. She looked up and down the street in both direc-
tions, but didn’t see Dale. 

Then she looked at her phone, lit up with two new 
texts. The first was from Jeff. “Dad must be adjusting 
to desert life,” he’d written. “He’s not answering his 
cell, and I had a question about the cleaning plant 
belts.” 

The next note was from Dale. “Made dinner plans for 
us to go out for fish and chips. Can you find my sneak-
ers? We’re signed up for a pickleball tournament after 
the meal.”  CG

Leeann Minogue is the editor of Grainews, a playwright and part 
of a family grain farm in southeastern Saskatchewan.
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