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brandt.ca     1-866-427-2638

Brandt’s new 15LP+ Field GrainBelt is the industry’s fastest 15” field belt delivering up to  
9,000 bu/hr. his revolutionary new design is capable of moving 2,500 bu/hr more than our standard  
15LP model using the same engine. With a reduced-friction intake design and numerous other performance 
enhancements like larger rollers and bearings, double lip seal intake with EZTRAK, increased reach, hopper 
capacity and fuel capacity, the 15LP+ GrainBelts give you the ultimate in performance and efficiency.   
That’s Powerful Value. Delivered.

IT BELTS THE COMPETITION.

EXTENDED 
HOPPER
Brandt’s new slender  
hopper is 10" longer to easily 
reach under grain bins.
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IMPROVED 
TRACTION

The larger 6" drive roller  
eliminates belt slippage.
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MOVING MADE EASY
The 15LP+ is available with EZMOVE 

featuring joystick controlled hydraulic 
steering to do the heavy lifting for you.
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EASY  
MAINTENANCE
Easily change the drive roller 
without removing the belt.

RUN LONGER
The new 43 litre tank has 

72% more capacity than the 
15LP GrainBelts.
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REBATES!
Brandt is offering customers 
special rebates on equipment 
throughout the year. 

Visit thanksabillion.ca for details.
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Summer Business
Here’s our special Country Guide Summer Business issue, 
crammed with ideas and insights to mull over while you’re on 
the tractor, talk about while you’re crop touring, make some 
calls on when the sky clouds over, and set up as action plans 
for this winter. Summer, it turns out, is prime farm business 
season, and the best time of year to plant ideas with expert 
advisers, lenders, potential partners. And, of course, family. 

10
 THE LEADER’S JOB
What did Susan Blair learn on the farm that helps 
her succeed in corporate leadership?



Farmers make decisions every day, 
of course, but with time it often 
seems that every year has its one 
big decision that really influences 
the next five years for that farm, 
and sometimes much more.

If that’s true, what will shake out as 
your biggest decision this year?

Or maybe you will look back and 
say that the biggest decision is 
the one that you didn’t make. 
If we’re honest, none of us are 
beyond that kind of surprise.

I raise this now because it seems 
to me harder and harder to deny 
that agriculture is in charge of 
its own destiny, or, at the very 
least, that the changes that are 
bubbling up within our farms 
are playing a much larger part in 
defining the future of agriculture 
than any external pressures.

This may not be the case forever, 
of course. We may get rude 
shocks on NAFTA, on ethanol 
policy, on food safety issues…
and who knows what else.

But we are in a long-term trend 
with farms that, on the one hand, 
have the resources to weather 
their share of hard times, but 
that, on the other, can’t see how 
to justify the cost of expansion, 
if land-based expansion is 
even possible in their area.

It seems like a recipe for stability, 
with strong farms that have a 
cap on their ability to change.

But when did you ever know 
stability to be, well, stable?

Our agriculture is evolving, even 
if it isn’t always apparent in land 
transactions. Numbers from the 
USDA, for instance, paint a clear 
picture. We’ve always said that 20 
per cent of farmers produce 80 

per cent of gross sales, but south 
of the border now, it’s just 7.5 per 
cent of farmers who produce that 
80 per cent, and it’s expected to 
be just five per cent by 2025.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying 
every farm has to aim to be huge. 
I don’t believe that at all, and I 
think the pages of this and every 
other issue of Guide will prove it.

But I do think that co-exisitng 
with these farms will demand 
sophisticated business skills.

Farmers spend their winters 
gearing up so they can operate 
at maximum efficiency in the 
field as soon as spring arrives.

More and more, it makes 
equal sense to use part of your 
summer to set yourself up to 
be maximally efficient on your 
business projects this fall.

For example, if you’re wondering 
if it would be a good idea to make 
some progress on succession 
planning this winter, why not 
make initial contacts with your 
accountant and other advisers 
this summer, and maybe even 
plant the seed with the family so 
they’re ready to participate?

Or if you’re thinking of joining 
the growing list of farmers who 
believe in the power of continuing 
education to enhance your business 
skills, why not spend some time this 
summer taking a more scientific 
look at which skills upgrades 
will give you the most benefit.

You’ll find such suggestions 
all through this issue. But also 
don’t forget to let me know. Are 
we getting it right? I’m at tom.

button@fbcpublishing.com.

Why we believe in 
    summer business

EDITOR’S NOTE

On your neighbours’ farms, 2017 is emerging 
as the most important year of the decade for 
making — or not making — key farm decisions
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Your mastery over sclerotinia has amazed 
everyone, but, truth be told, your assistant 
had a lot to do with it. Get the trusted 
protection of Proline® fungicide and 
proactively protect your profits!

Proline provides a 4.1% yield increase  
over the tested competitors.*
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Always read and follow label directions. Proline® is a registered trademark of the Bayer Group.  
Bayer CropScience Inc. is a member of CropLife Canada.

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

* 3 Demonstration Strip Trials under high sclerotinia pressure, 2014-16. 
Applied between 20% and 50% bloom stage. High sclerotinia pressure 
was measured by a susceptible check that was greater than 10% disease 
incidence. Results may vary on your farm due to environmental factors 
and preferred management practices.



N
ext month, John Deere will host a formal 
event to pull the wraps off several new 
additions to its equipment line. What will 
be under the covers?

In February, at the National Farm Machinery Show 
in Louisville, Kentucky, the brand teased showgoers by 
unveiling a couple of new products that are bound to be 
included in that May parade of machinery.

When it comes to tractors, John Deere certainly 
hasn’t had a shortage of offerings in the utility and 
mid-horsepower ranges. It already builds more mod-
els there than any other brand, yet at the Louisville 
show Deere surprised by revealing it is adding still 
more choices in the utility segment, which suggests 
how important that horsepower class is to overall 
tractor sales.

The all-new 5R Series will offer four models with 
90 to 125 engine horsepower. Importantly, too, they 
will bring high-end features down from larger R Series 
tractors. (The letter designation following the model 
number in all of Deere’s tractors indicates the level of 
features, and R is at the top of the line.) 

Impressively, all this gets packed into a chassis with 

only a 2.3-metre (7.4 foot) wheelbase, providing a very 
tight turning radius of just 3.1 metres (12.1 feet).

The 5Rs will come with one of two electronic trans-
mission options, the CommandQuad or Manual and 
Command8. Both will include the AutoClutch feature 
used on larger series models. All the operator has to do 
is press the brake pedal and the clutch automatically 
disengages.

When that feature was introduced on the larger 6R 
Series a couple of years ago, brand marketing staff said 
the clutch pedal could have been eliminated altogether. 
But it was retained as a safety feature because opera-
tors were used to having it there and could still use it to 
quickly stop the tractor.

John Deere will pair the 5Rs with its new quick-
attach 540R loader that uses a single-point hydraulic 
connection.

Inside the Premium Panorama cab, the 5Rs get a 
high-backed swivel chair with thicker cushions and 
wider armrests. It’s a much nicer seat than available on 
the 5M Series, and the loader joystick, with gear shift 
buttons and reverser built into it, is integrated into the 
armrest, allowing for one-handed tractor control.

New from John Deere
The green brand offers a glimpse of what’s to come in 2017

machinery

By Scott Garvey  /  CG MaChinery editor
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A new range of high-spec tractors 

offering 90 to 125 engine horsepower 

will debut in green paint this year. 

Photos: John deere



Updated sprayer featUres
Last August, Deere gave everyone a heads-up 
that its 4 Series sprayers would eventually be 
available with new carbon fibre booms, but it 
didn’t say when they would hit the market.

Once again, Deere used the show in Lou-
isville to announce that starting in June, 
120- and 132-foot (36.6 and 40.2 metre) 
booms can be ordered as a factory option. 

As a strong, durable and lightweight mate-

rial, carbon fibre reduces boom wing weight 
by more than 35 per cent. The booms are also 
corrosion resistant and their design makes 
them easy to clean and maintain. Deere claims 
using the lighter carbon fibre 132-foot boom 
can increase spraying productivity by eight 
percent compared to a 120-foot metal version.

But the booms aren’t the only new fea-
ture for these 4 Series sprayers. The updated 
CommandView III cabs will also debut on 

2017’s 4 Series machines, offering what the 
brand calls a “customizable workspace.” The 
redesigned CommandARM in the new cab 
features a programmable multi-function 
handle. The cab also gets a ventilated leather 
seat that can swivel up to 15 degrees.

To help owners keep track of a sprayer’s 
performance while it’s working in the field, 
Deere also introduced the new John Deere 
Connect Mobile App, which is designed 
to provide real-time data on a “nozzle-by-
nozzle” level.

When the app is linked with 4 Series 
sprayers, operators can view the mapping of 
such job quality information as rate devia-
tion, spray pressure, as-applied rates, and 
ground speed. In addition, Connect Mobile 
delivers high-definition documentation for 
ExactApply nozzle control, and provides 
real-time estimated droplet size information. 
Marketers at Deere claim having that data 
will allow producers to more quickly see and 
react to any problems.

The app also lets operators quickly com-
pare data layers from previous production 
steps with what’s seen when scouting fields. 
And it also provides sprayer operators with 
more information options to view inside the 
cab on the machine’s own 4600 screen. 

The app can also be used with Deere 
seeding equipment. Eventually, the company 
expects to expand the app’s use to harvesting 
equipment as well.  CG
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Don’t miss this show! July 18-20, 2017    www.aginmotion.ca

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

SEE Technology TOUCH Innovation BE Empowered

Decisions are made in the field at Western Canada’s only outdoor farm expo!
Join us at the third annual Ag in Motion - July 18 - 20, 2017. 
It’s a unique opportunity to get up close and personal with today’s  
agricultural technology. Experience live demonstrations of field  
equipment, crops, livestock and services all together on 320 acres  
just 15 minutes north-west of Saskatoon. 

™

SEE Technology  TOUCH Innovation  BE Empowered

The CommandView III cab will be available with the 4600 CommandCenter monitor and 

programmable joystick.



SucceSSful managerS purSue 
continuouS learning

This is not only our observation. It was also found to be 
correlated with profitability in a 2015 study sponsored 
by Farm Management Canada (FMC) and the Agricul-
tural Management Institute (AMI).

Participants who continuously seek knowledge 
through courses, travel, conferences and formal mentor-
ing processes, or who read a wide variety of materials, 
are exposed to new ideas and new opportunities.

Whether the ideas are in management or production, 
they provide perspective, and this can be used by farmers 
to differentiate their operations. One new idea or cus-
tomer resulting from a course or conference can make a 
lifetime of difference in profits and satisfaction.

SucceSSful managerS treat 
their buSineSSeS aS buSineSSeS 
and have a poSitive attitude

Successful farmers don’t focus on what they can’t or 
haven’t done. Instead, they focus on why they have done 
well and will do well in the future.

A defining characteristic of CTEAM is the pride and 
optimism of the participants; they’ve had successes and 
assume success in the future.

Farmers have extremely strong values about farm-
ing, family and community. The successful ones know 
that to manifest these values is to have a successful rural 
business that contributes to the community, makes it 
attractive for family to come back, and for others to 
work there.

Therefore, they strive to be as professional as possible 
in searching out and taking advantage of opportunities 
for their businesses.

This may seem obvious, but it isn’t. In any field, posi-
tivity and professionalism separate the best from the rest.

SucceSSful managerS have written 
planS that include performance 
meaSureS — their goalS, and their 
performance againSt thoSe goalS 

Having written plans has several advantages and gives 
focus to your operation:
• Writing it down makes you decide what’s important.
•  Being clear about what’s important focuses your work.

•  Being clear about what’s important keeps you from 
wasting time on what’s not.

“Written” doesn’t mean long. We see business 
plans prepared for farmers that are 50 and 60 pages 
long. These rarely get used. Most successful farmers 
can describe the strategic aspects of their plan — 
vision, value proposition, strategic intents and mis-
sion — in less than a page. In fact, getting to this stage 
helps with focus.

SucceSSful managerS uSe their plan 
to make deciSionS and manage — it’S 
not a tome that’S bound on Six SideS!

A focused strategic plan must get translated into 
actions. For example, if a farm has a strategic intent 
to improve human resource management and labour 
productivity, it will have an operating plan detailing 
the actions that will be taken. The operating plan will 
designate who is responsible to take what action, and it 
will set out timelines for when it will be done, resources 
required to do it, and measures of success.

But there will also be a management process (usually 
regular management meetings) to ensure actions are 
taken and deadlines met, as well as a process to make 
changes in the operating plan as learning occurs.

SucceSSful managerS underStand 
and uSe their financial 
StatementS to make deciSionS

In the past, this column has addressed what can be 
learned about improving operations and making invest-
ments based on analysis from and with financial infor-
mation. We’ve seen this in our CTEAM experience, but 
this past winter — with additional experience from our 
Advanced CTEAM, Machinery Management courses 
and a project that’s being done with BDO nationally —
this is becoming even clearer.

Farmers who measure their performance on catego-
ries of costs and revenue diagnose and resolve problems 
in operations, and farmers who know and understand 
their debt and investment ratios make good strategic 
capital investment decisions.

Those with good numbers on field operations make 
good decisions on what equipment to acquire and 
whether to buy, lease, rent or share.  

Management practices of  
successful Canadian farmers
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AME MAnAgEMEnt By Larry Martin, PhD  /  PARTNER AGRI-FOOD MANAGEMENT ExCELLENCE, INC.

I
n our CTEAM program and other activities, we get to meet a range of Canadian farmers, and often we have the 
opportunity to assess their success both financially and personally, in terms of their ability to meet or exceed 
personal and family goals.

Several characteristics of these successful people become obvious rather quickly. Not all participants will have 
each of these characteristics, but the majority will have most.

This article focuses on the management practice of these successful farm owners and managers.



In addition, it is very apparent that farmers who 
understand their financial performance and incor-
porate that into their plans have a huge advantage in 
access to capital.

SucceSSful managerS treat 
their people aS Strategic 
aSSetS, not aS coStS

These farmers understand and practise the elements of 
strategic human resource management — recruiting, 
retention, compensation. As a result, they find creative 
ways to attract, keep and improve good people through: 
• Training
• Performance bonuses
• Equity
• Concepts such as phantom shares

SucceSSful managerS underStand 
and benefit from good marketing 
management — both for differentiated 
and “commodity” productS

Commodity producers understand cash, forward, 
futures, basis, and options instruments. They then 
develop strategies that incorporate them, and follow 
them with discipline. Farmers with either commodities 

or differentiated products understand the first lessons 
of marketing are that value is created by understanding 
what attributes customers want or can benefit from, and 
they then deliver those attributes consistently. Providing 
value provides premiums.

SucceSSful managerS deal with 
SucceSSion before they have to 

Succession has three components, all of which need to be 
planned:
• Transition of management
• Transition of ownership 
• Financing the transfer of ownership

They are separate yet related issues which, if not 
planned for clearly, create more family anguish, more 
lost family farms, and more needless tax paid than any 
other cause.

Farms that address these three issues head-on in their 
plans not only avoid needless distraction, cost and loss, 
they will also have a leg up on preparing the next genera-
tion for both ownership and management.  CG

Larry Martin is a principal of Agri-Food Management Excellence 
and is one of the instructors in AME’s Canadian Total Excellence in 
Agriculture Management program. www.agrifoodtraining.com.

Want to know what’s
next in agriculture?
Watch This Country Called 
Agriculture and be informed.

This Country Called Agriculture is a new on-demand 

video series that delivers relevant news & information 

on the agriculture industry. Host Rob Eirich interviews 

ag pioneers, professionals and academics that off er 

insight into today’s trends and what the future holds for 

agriculture – on and off  the farm. Video topics include: 

 Sustainability

 Starting a new farm

 New technology

 Food production

 Ag innovations

 Renewable energy

 Production 
 and marketing

 Exporting

 Alternative energy
 & fuel sources

 AND MORE

Sept 15 – 30 Ag 
for Life and ATCO 
Electric speaking 
about awareness 
and working 
safely around 
power lines

TCCA CURRENT 
EPISODES

Brought to 
you by

Start watching now at AGCanada.com/TCCA
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The leader’s job
Boehringer Ingelheim’s Susan Blair shares how lessons from the 
farm help in the corporate world, and how lessons from the 
boardroom can make a big difference back on the farm

SUMMER BUSINESS

By Lisa Guenther  /  CG Field editor
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S
usan Blair makes her point. An organization 
has a much better chance of success, she says, 
when leadership gives clear direction to their 
teams about what they’re working toward 

and how they’re expected to achieve it.
But then she follows through, because in Blair’s 

view, that kind of success demands leaders with values, 
vision, and a strategy.

And, says Blair, head of animal health for Boeh-
ringer Ingelheim in Canada, it’s just as true on farms 
and ranches where the team consists of family mem-
bers and employees as it is in global corporations, 
because of where it leads:

Says Blair: “I believe helping employees under-
stand their role, and ensuring they are trained to help 
them achieve their greatest potential, can help increase 
engagement, boost productivity and deliver results.”

Blair grew up on a farm in Saskatchewan, attend-
ing university there before buying land and farming 
in the early ’80s. It was a tough time to start farming, 
and after a few years she sought opportunities off the 
farm.

Since then she’s built an impressive career, includ-
ing working on the recent exchange of Sanofi’s animal 
health business (Merial) and Boehringer Ingelheim’s 
consumer healthcare business, and in late February, 
Blair was appointed to lead the combined animal 
health business unit in Canada.

Below, in a conversation that started in the midst 
of the business swap between Boehringer Ingelheim 
and Merial, and before she took on her new post, she 
shares her insights on mentorship, leadership, and how 
she connects management challenges on the farm to 
the corporate world.

Q: What characteristics make you 
the right person to lead Boehringer 
Ingelheim through this merger?  

Blair: I am extremely passionate about the animal health 
industry and the opportunities we have to advance ani-
mal welfare, prevent disease and strengthen the human/
animal bond. At Boehringer Ingelheim, we believe 
strongly that when animals are healthier, humans are 
healthier too.

My passion for my work — and my desire to do it 
well — influence the way I approach my role. I view 
success as a collective team achievement, and one of the 
most important things I do is surround myself with great 
people who share similar passions about animal health 
and have similar views about the power of teamwork. 

From there, I approach my work with a big-picture 
focus and then work backwards to set goals and strate-
gies. I work collaboratively with my supervisors and my 
team to set expectations 12 to 18 months in advance, 
and then we set realistic plans to deliver against those 
expectations.

Open communication and being able to adapt to 
changing situations are both vitally important.

And finally, I cannot emphasize enough the impor-
tance of being prepared and remaining positive. There 
are always going to be surprises and unexpected chal-
lenges. However, by strategizing about potential solu-
tions, I am able to focus on positive outcomes instead 
of letting the stress of the situation become over-
whelming.
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I approach my work with a big-
picture focus and then work 

backwards to set goals and strategies,” 
says Blair, adding “I cannot emphasize 
enough the importance of being 
prepared and remaining positive.”

Continued on page 14

Q: When you took the helm of animal health 
at Boehringer Ingelheim, did you make any 
changes to the role of executive director?

Blair: There are a number of things that worked 
well in my previous role and contributed to the 
success of the animal health business in Canada. 
These will continue as we move forward.

For example, at Boehringer Ingelheim, we have a 
clear set of values (trust, respect, empathy, passion) 
that guide how all employees act and treat each 
other. These values are extremely important because 
they set an expectation of how we conduct ourselves 
in our day-to-day work.

We also make it a priority to set clear objectives 
and expectations allowing us to remain focused on 
what is most important. This clear direction has 
contributed to our local success and is something 
that will continue. 

Another key contributor to our success is hav-
ing a collaborative, adaptable team that can learn 
from each other’s experiences while seeing the 
bigger-picture impact of decisions and actions. 
I brought my team of leaders together to build 
a shared vision that serves as our anchor. The 
strength and character of our team will remain a 
priority.

In terms of what I changed in my previous role, 
I focused on simple things that would have the big-
gest impact. For example, how we made decisions 
as a team, creating an environment for cross-learn-
ing and everyone being accountable for individual 
as well as team success.

Another priority for me in my previous role 
was making sure the right individuals were work-
ing on the right things. This meant that I relin-
quished control of some tasks to allow my role to 
become more focused on bigger-picture priorities 
with an emphasis on the team.

Q: Aside from the integration of the two 
companies, what’s going to be the toughest 
part of your job as a business leader? 

Blair: As a business leader, I am always focused on 
creating a great work environment for my team 
members where they have the freedom to do their 
best work and are challenged to stretch themselves 
professionally

Creating an environment where employees are 
fully engaged and committed to the overall vision 
is paramount to success for any business. With that 
in mind, I believe one of the toughest jobs I have 
as a business leader is helping define and foster a 
strong culture for the organization.
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It used to be that tracks earned 
their keep during the fast-pace, 
high-pressure planting and har-

vest seasons. But today, with more 
equipment options and greater 
flexibility, tracks deliver year-round 
benefits. And that starts with great-
er efficiency.

“We know the cyclical farm econ-
omy is as reliable as a late-spring 
snowstorm,” says Mitch Kaiser,  
Case IH Steiger® marketing manag-
er. “We also know how those dips in 
the cycle help farmers push for in-
creased efficiency.” Now, more and 
more of that focus falls squarely on 
globally-proven track technology.

It starts under the hood

Selective Catalytic Reduction 
(SCR) helps make Case IH tractors 
among the most fluid-efficient 
available, which translates directly 
to lower operating costs.

“SCR technology allows us to 
tune our engines for maximum 
horsepower, without compromis-
ing efficiency for emissions,” Kaiser 
explains. “Fine-tuning the combus-
tion process and eliminating ex-
haust gas recirculation provides 
substantial improvement in fuel ef-
ficiency.”

Combining SCR engines with 
Quadtrac® and Rowtrac™ systems 
helps Case IH Steiger and Magnum™ 
series tractors transfer more of that 
efficient power to the ground and 
to the implement you’re pulling.

a gentle footprInt

With greater flotation and less 
soil compaction, Case IH tracked 
tractors go easy on the soil.

“The Quadtrac system reduces 
ground pressure,” Kaiser says. “The 
Magnum Rowtrac keeps four points 
of ground contact, which reduces 
surface pressure and means less 
weight transfer from front to rear 
than typical two-track systems.”

Case IH tracks also oscillate and 
pivot to maintain a flat footprint that 
keeps the power on the ground.

“With constant contact to the 
ground, tracks provide optimal pres-
sure, ideal flotation and better trac-
tion that is unaffected by hitch or 
drawbar load,” Kaiser says.

The exclusive track design fea-
tures five sets of wheels and five ax-
les to better distribute weight and 
avoid pressure spikes in the soil. The 
units independently pivot up and 
down, allowing them to better fol-
low ground contours, yet turn tightly 
without causing berming or disturb-
ing the soil.

tracks for any task

No matter which track option best 
meets your needs, tracks can bring a 

higher level of efficiency to your op-
eration. “Our tracked tractors can 
handle everything from primary and 
secondary tillage to planting and 
spraying row crops to side dressing 
fertilizer,” Kaiser says. “You truly can 
capitalize on the efficiency and ben-
efits tracks deliver during every 
phase of the growing season — im-
proving the tilth of your soil profile 
year-over-year.”

Tracks Deliver Efficiency Year-Round
No matter which track option best meets your needs,  

tracks can bring a higher level of efficiency to your operation.

AdvertoriAl FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT:  
CASEIH.COM/TRACKLEADER

Rethink YouR opeRation

Time-tested, field-proven
Case IH incorporates its award-winning track technology across multiple 
product lines, including Steiger Quadtrac tractors, Steiger Rowtrac 
tractors, Magnum Rowtrac tractors, Axial-Flow® combines and, most 
recently, Early Riser® planters. Many of the same benefits introduced in 
1996 continue to draw producers to today’s track offerings:

•    individually driven, oscillating tracks maintain a flat footprint, 
keeping power to the ground.

•    axle design better distributes weight.

•  each unit individually pivots so it better follows ground contours.

•   Wide track options and a longer wheelbase increase flotation and 
produce a smoother ride.

•   exclusive, self-tensioning, maintenance-free track system with 
clear-bearing-cap sight gauges keeps you in the field longer.

Case IH track technology more efficiently delivers more usable power. And that translates directly to lower 
operating costs.

The exclusive Case IH five-axle 
design provides more even  
power to the soil for less ground 
pressure in all applications.



WHEN YOU’VE SHOWN THE WORLD WHAT WORKS, 
THERE ARE BOUND TO BE SOME IMITATORS.
For 20 years, we’ve left the competition with some pretty big tracks to fill. But in the rush to keep up, there are a few 
things the copies have missed. Like our exclusive five-axle design. It gives our Steiger® Quadtrac,® Steiger Rowtrac™ and 
Magnum™ Rowtrac tractors a smoother ride and more power to the ground with less berming and compaction. Which is 
one of the advantages of paying your dues, instead of paying homage. Learn more at caseih.com/tracks.

©2017 CNH Industrial America LLC. All rights reserved. Case IH is a trademark registered in the United States  
and many other countries, owned by or licensed to CNH Industrial N.V., its subsidiaries or affiliates. www.caseih.com
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Q: Who inspires you as a leader?
Blair: George Heidgerken is one of those people. He 
started as a sales representative for BI in Alberta and 
took one step at a time to eventually become the global 
head of BI animal health. Following the acquisition 
of Merial, George is now the global head of our live-
stock business. He is someone who sees the glass as 
half full and always looks for what is possible. I find 
his approach and outlook quite inspiring — especially 
knowing he grew up in Saskatchewan.

Ruta Stauskas, head of human resources for Boeh-
ringer Ingelheim Canada, inspires me for many different 
reasons. She is a powerful communicator, she under-
stands the human dynamic very well and is a great coach. 

Both George and Ruta have been formal mentors 
and continue to inspire me.

Q: How important has mentorship 
been in your career?  

Blair: Mentorship has been extremely important in my 
career. And what’s interesting is that some individuals 
did not always know they were mentors because the rela-
tionship wasn’t formalized in that way. These informal 

mentors are people I looked up to or found inspiring for 
a variety of reasons. I was curious about what made them 
so capable in certain areas and wanted to learn how I 
could translate or adapt that ability in my own life.

At first, I relied on observation and questions as a 
way of developing my abilities, but then I advanced to 
asking for coaching or feedback.

Q: Tell me about how you handled a 
situation differently because of something 
you learned from a mentor.

Blair: It’s vital to understand the role of a mentor. One 
of my mentors once told me, “I’m here to help coach you 
on how to drive your car, not drive it.” That differentia-
tion is really important.

There have been many situations where a mentor has 
helped me become more aware of the impact I can have 
on others — whether positive or negative. Developing 
this awareness is important as it allows me to adapt as 
required to create the right environment for the team.

Other times, mentors have asked a key question or 
have made a statement that has helped me see things 
with more clarity or through a different lens.

SUMMER BUSINESS
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Q: What are the characteristics 
you look for in a mentor?

Blair: I seek out individuals who are authentic, 
passionate and have a desire to help create a bet-
ter place or life experience for others. Courage 
is also important — whether it is taking a risk 
or making tough decisions that will benefit the 
greater good. I also look for a sense of optimism 
— those who see the glass as half full. And finally, 
I look for individuals who would like to see me 
do well.

Q: How did you approach people you wanted 
to learn from? What worked and what didn’t?

Blair: My approach has varied based on the indi-
vidual. In some cases, I didn’t ask the person to 
formally become a mentor; rather, it was more 
informal. I would call and ask them to have coffee, 
pose questions and ask for feedback over a period 
of time (months or years). With other individuals, 
I would ask them outright if they would become a 
mentor and we would set up the mentoring rela-
tionship more formally. With my formal mentors, I 
would try to adapt to their preferred style of men-
torship and work with their time constraints. 

Regardless of the style, I approach all of my 
mentorship discussions the same way. I will have 
considered what I would like to get out of the ses-
sion and will have thought through the various 
topics to be covered. Being well prepared ensures 
the most productive use of time for everyone 
involved.
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Q: Is there an etiquette to mentorship?
Blair: Not really — I think it is mostly common sense. It is impor-
tant to be respectful and remember that time is a precious resource. 

Q: What would make you say yes to a mentorship request?
Blair: In order for me to agree to a mentorship request, I need to have 
enough time in my schedule to dedicate to the relationship. This is to 
be fair to the mentee and to ensure we both get value out of the expe-
rience. From a potential mentee, I look to work with an individual 
who has an interest in self-reflection and is interested in receiving 
coaching. I prefer to work with individuals who are self-motivated 
and self-directed.

Q: Anything else you want to add? 
Blair: When I was young, my parents taught me to surround myself 
with people who wanted to see me do well. I followed their advice and 
found there were a lot of people who wanted to see me succeed. I just 
needed to ask.

I also learned that mentors come in different packages — and 
sometimes when you least expect it. I like to refer to these individuals 
as secret mentors.

As an example, my sister Sandra has been an incredible support 
to me over the years. She has been a mentor without knowing it. She 
is practical and has a big-picture perspective on life. We have chosen 
different career paths; however, her insight and perspective are always 
invaluable and can be applied directly to my work.

My parents are another great example. Growing up on the farm, 
my parents instilled a strong work ethic in me. They also taught me 
how to take risks and to be accountable for my decisions and actions.

My dad also taught me early on about the importance of prioritiza-
tion and that striving for excellence in a timely manner is more impor-
tant than perfection.  CG



I
f they have heard about “lean” management, most 
business managers think of it in the context of lean 
manufacturing, a system pioneered by Japanese car 
maker Toyota in the 1970s.

Now, however, more farmers are successfully apply-
ing lean principles to their farms, and they’re ending up 
with healthier balance sheets as a result.

One of the pioneers of lean farming in North Amer-
ica is Ben Hartman of Clay Bottom Farm in Goshen, 
Indiana, who has borrowed the concepts of lean manu-
facturing and adapted them to make his farm more 
efficient and profitable.

“Lean is like a coin with two sides; the one side is 
about providing value, and the other side is about elimi-
nating waste,” says Hartman. “These are universal con-
cepts because all businesses have customers, and waste is 
prevalent in any type of business.”

A decade ago, Hartman and his wife Rachel had 
just established their small farm growing greens and 
heirloom tomatoes for local customers. Although the 
couple knew they wanted to be involved in agricul-
ture, it just wasn’t feasible for them to get into grain 
production because it would take such a large upfront 
investment.

That left one possible strategy. “It was to get into 
something on a smaller scale with a minimum amount 
of initial investment,” said Hartman.

The first couple of years took a lot of hard work to 
grow the business, and although they were profitable, 
they were tiring themselves out. That’s when one of their 
customers, the owner of a manufacturing facility close 
by, suggested they consider applying some of the lean 
concepts that he was using successfully in his business. 

Waste = Free CapaCity
“I was skeptical at first that the concepts would apply, 
because farms are very different from factories,” says 
Hartman. “I told him, imagine running your factory 
without a roof over your head, and then try to standard-
ize anything. It’s very difficult to do here.”

Hartman also had some ethical questions. “One of 
the concepts at the heart of lean is maximizing fixed 
costs, getting as much as possible out of the money 
spent on buildings and infrastructure,” says Hartman. 
“For a manufacturing facility that’s a good thing envi-
ronmentally. On a farm, I thought that meant stuffing 

as many hogs in a hog house as possible, so I had some 
ethical concerns.”

However, the customer convinced Hartman that lean 
boils down to a very simple formula; waste equals free 
capacity. “He explained that if you can shave just one 
hour of time a week, over 20 years you free up more than 
six months of time,” says Hartman. “If you shave four 
hours per week, you can take a year off every 10 years, or 
you can use that year to produce more.

“At that time, we didn’t have a lot of capital avail-
able to us, and we thought to add capacity would mean 
building another greenhouse, or buying more land, or 
getting a bigger tractor, or having to make large invest-
ments to add capacity. He said, ‘No, lean offers another 
way to add capacity for free if you use a better process.’”

After the customer came out to their farm and helped 
them analyze the Hartmans’ work procedures, the couple 
identified a couple of areas of waste immediately that 
they wanted to target in the first couple of years.

“The first type of waste was over-production. We sim-
ply were not producing what our customers wanted,” says 
Hartman. “We were growing what we wanted, and push-
ing it on to the marketplace hoping we’d find customers. 
As an example, we used to grow one type of tomato, and 
take it around to the restaurants and any businesses in 
town that we thought would want tomatoes.

“With the lean system, over the winter we talked to 
restaurants and chefs and produce managers at the local 
stores, and asked what type of tomato they wanted, when 
they wanted them, and how much they wanted. So we let 
them pull production.”

As it turned out, their customers wanted differ-
ent types of tomatoes. The local store wanted orange 
tomatoes of multiple sizes because that was what their 
customers wanted, a local bar and restaurant serving 
half-pound hamburgers wanted big, meaty tomatoes. 
The Hartmans began growing and providing what their 
customers wanted, and have kept mostly the same cus-
tomers for more than 10 years.

“It’s all because we’ve taken extra steps to learn what 
our customers want, and then to match our production 
to their needs, and that step has made us more profit-
able,” says Hartman. “Farmers, typically, don’t put a lot 
of energy there. We’re excited about growing tomatoes, 
or raising cattle, but we need to apply that same level of 
excitement to learning about our customers.”

Getting ‘lean’ for farming
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By AngelA lovell

Small farms like Ben Hartman’s can be among 
the first to boost their numbers by adopting lean, 
but there are lessons for all



Root out the waste
Eliminating waste is the other important 
pillar of lean. “Once you learn what your 
customers want, all your efforts should be 
directed towards providing that, and every-
thing else is considered muda, a Japanese 
term for waste or any activity that’s not in 
the service of providing for customers,” says 
Hartman. “The eventual goal is 100 per cent 
value-adding activity and no waste.”

There are 10 types of muda, and a num-
ber of them are especially applicable on 
farms, says Hartman. One of the most prev-
alent forms of waste on many farms is over 
production.

On horticultural farms, the USDA esti-
mates that 20 per cent of fresh fruits and 
vegetables never even leave the field.

But on any farm, another waste is waiting 
waste, when a product or people are stand-
ing around and not being productive. Hart-
man worked hard to eliminate these kinds of 
waste in his operation.

“In just a few years on our farm, using 
the lean system, we’ve been able to get rid of 
half of our tools, and instead of working 60 
or more hours a week, we work 30 to 40. We 
shrunk our farm from more than three acres 
to less than one acre, and every year that these 
contractions happened, our income went up. 
It’s a powerful tool, especially for small farms. 
It’ll definitely work for any size or type of 
operation, but on a small farm it’s like an 
extra sling shot that gives you a boost.”

Hartman uses the “Lean 5S” system, 
which has five pillars — sort, set in order, 
shine, standardize, and sustain.

The first pillar, sort, is the most important. 
“It means to remove from your farm any item 
that is not used on a regular basis for adding 
value for your customer,” he says. “This can 
be very hard to do. It was for me, because I 
love to collect tools, but we had barns full of 
them, and all the time I’d spend looking for a 
lost hoe was time I could have been spending 
adding value to the customers.”

Set-in-order is the next, organizational 
step, which requires that every tool used in 
production should have its place. “The idea 
is to set your tools close to their points of 
use,” says Hartman. “For example, we had a 
centralized tool storage area and whenever 
we pruned the tomatoes, we had to walk 
to that storage, get the pruners and walk 
back to the greenhouse. So we hung hooks 
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I was skeptical at first that the 
concepts would apply because farms 

are very different from factories,” says 
Hartman. In the end, though, he says it 
taught him a crucial lesson: “You don’t have 
to get bigger to grow.”

Continued on page  18



in all of our greenhouses, and hung a pruner in each 
greenhouse, and it’s always within easy reach at pruning 
time. We eventually got rid of our central tool storage 
area because we took all of our tools and spread them 
out around the farm close to where we’re actually using 
them. This very simple thing eliminated thousands of 
wasted steps every year.”

Step three — shine — is designed to help make sure 
unwanted waste doesn’t come creeping unnoticed back 
into the system. “Keep work spaces clean and well lit, not 
just for show, but so you can see when waste in entering 
into your production or product,” says Hartman.

Step four is standardize, to make sure that all opera-
tions are performed the same way every time. “One way 
that we standardize our 5S system is through pictures,” 
says Hartman. “We took a picture of our work spaces — 
such as our processing area — when they’re in perfectly 
clean condition. Then we posted that picture on the wall 
and told our workers to make sure the workspace looked 
just like the picture when they were done, which saved 
me a lot of wasted time taking them through the process. 

It’s a quick, easy way to communicate and make sure that 
the farm stays in order.”

Finally, sustain means to apply self-discipline through 
regular farm audits. “We don’t literally walk around 
our farm every week and give ourselves a rating, but we 
do go on vacation every July, and our goal is every year 
when vacation time comes around, we want our farm 
to be slightly cleaner than it was the previous year,” says 
Hartman. “We don’t have a numerical method of mea-
suring progress. We have the pictures that we take and 
so that’s a timely reference. We look at last year’s picture 
and think about how we can improve it this year. We 
want to be always heading in a direction of getting more 
orderly and less cluttered. The 5Ss are not something you 
have to do overnight. In fact, you can’t often do it in one 
year. It can take a period of several years, but the point is 
to continue to head in one direction.”

A visuAl system
Visuals are a big part of lean, and Hartman has found 
that pictures are the best way to communicate proce-
dures and ideas to his staff.

“We have pictures posted all over the farm. For 
instance, there are pictures with bunches of turnips, or 
beets or carrots that communicate to our workers how 
we expect them to wash, process and package those 
items, so we don’t have to constantly communicate to 
them what our standards are; it’s obvious based on the 
picture,” says Hartman.

“That could be true in a meat packing facility, or when 
it comes to feeding livestock or making silage. I could see 
this method being useful for filling seed hoppers on a 
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larger operation, to explain how full to fill 
them, how to calibrate and set the seed plates. 
Some of these very technical details are much 
more efficiently communicated through pic-
tures than through words to new workers.”

Hartman’s farm now has four green-
houses and grows produce year-round. 
Hartman grows 30 types of crops, and also 
sells at farmers markets, and direct to cus-
tomers through a Community Supported 
Agriculture program.

He sells 90 per cent of his produce 
within 10 miles of the farm. He and Rachel 
have two toddlers, so that takes up most of 
Rachel’s time these days, and Hartman has 
two part-time employees and usually one or 
two seasonal interns to help out.

Hartman’s farm is small, so I asked: does 
he see lean being applicable for larger opera-
tions?

Having grown up on a large corn and 
soybean farm, Hartman thinks it could. 
“One area I see as having a lot of potential 
is equipment sharing,” he says. “It doesn’t 
happen very much in North America but it 
happens all the time in Scandinavia, where 
it’s very unusual for farmers, by them-
selves, to own lots of equipment. Here, we 
think every farmer needs to own their own 
$100,000 tractor, so that could be one way 
to minimize fixed cost investment and to 
grow your profits.”

Where’s the Five Per Cent?
Another thing any farm can do, even large-
scale operations, is to print their expense 
ledger out at the end of the season and ask 
the question, “Where is the five per cent?” 
adds Hartman. “In other words, where could 
you have cut five per cent out of your cost?”

“It’s going to be different on each farm, 
but I bet any farmer could come up with 
an idea for cutting five per cent. If you cut 
just five per cent over 10 years, you’ve grown 
your business by 50 per cent over those 
years. That’s a respectable rate of growth.”

The lean mentality isn’t about getting 
bigger, it’s about becoming more efficient 
through better processes. “You don’t have 
to get bigger every year to grow your farm,” 
says Hartman. “That’s a legitimate way to 
grow, I’m not knocking expansion because 
at some point you need more customers and 
it’s the right time. However, you can grow 
your business by being more efficient and 
cutting costs. It’s worked for very well for 
us.”  CG
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A little different in Europe
The European model of “lean” farming 

is a little different from the North 

American version, and although the 

primary focus is still eliminating waste, 

lean takes a more people-focused 

approach and shares similarities with 

the principles of holistic management.

“The lean approach we take is more about 

management and people,” says Susanne 

Pejstrup, a Danish farm management 

consultant who helps farms across 

Europe, particularly in Scandinavia, 

adopt lean farming principles.

“The approach we take in Denmark, 

at least, is that we take small bites, 

and start with some quick fixes on 

the farm for quick results, and then 
continue to educate the farmers in 
the lean culture, and gradually let 
the rings spread in the water.”

It’s also important to identify a leader on 
the farm who will be committed to the 
process, says Pejstrup, but it doesn’t 
necessarily have to be the farm owner. “A 
farmer may invite us to his farm and he 
thinks lean is a great project, and we hold 
workshops and make changes, but after a 
few months, he will have a new project, so 
that’s why I need one person on the farm 
who is going to lead the lean project.”

Learning to communicate

Consistency, communication and 
structure are crucial parts of the 
lean process, especially on farms, 
because farmers tend to fly by the 
seat of their pants a little too much. 

“When you’re a farmer, you can have 
a lot of ideas in your head, and you’re 
self-employed, and you don’t need to tell 
them to others, but if you are working 
with lean you need to talk to others, you 
need to show them, you need to involve 
them in how to do things,” says Pejstrup.

“The difficult part with family farms is to 
be structured enough. They often think 
it’s ridiculous to stand with a white board 
and have a 15-minute meeting every 
Monday morning, and to agree upon what 
to do that week and to make standards, 
because we talk to each other every day, 
they say. But even on family farms, you 
can see a father, and son, and mother, 
all do things in three different ways, and 
they don’t really know how the others 
are doing it because they never work 
together. That is another form of waste.”

These procedures and processes need 
to be standardized, says Pejstrup, but 
rather than creating written standards 
that run the risk of ending up on a 
shelf somewhere collecting dust, 
the European lean system, similar to 
Hartman’s, uses a lot of visual cues.

“We have pictures everywhere,” Pejstrup 
says. “If there is a job where we have 

Working with 
Danish farmers, 
Pjestrup says she 
has learned it’s 
crucial to have a 
lead person who 
is committed to 
integrating lean 
principles with farm 
operations
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A little different in Europe
four or five steps, we have pictures of each 
one, and it’s there, where the work is being 
done, so if someone doesn’t remember 
how to do something they can check it.”

Interestingly, this visual system seems to 
prompt ideas and discussions about how to 
do things differently, and how to improve 
and standardize procedures. “The people 
who work on the farm are the ones who 
know best how to improve it,” says Pejstrup.

High labour costs

Lean farming has become increasingly 
popular in Denmark, in particular, because 
over the last 10 to 15 years Danish farms 
have increased in size, and it’s now rare 
for the whole family to work on the farm. 
With more women in the workforce, and 
farm kids less likely to farm, farm owners 
have to turn to hired labour to keep 
things going, and that’s a very expensive 
proposition in Denmark, where wages 
are higher than in North America.

It’s why farmers are adopting lean to make 
them more efficient and to lower costs in 
other areas and offset the high labour costs.

Lean can be a hard concept for some farmers 
to get their heads around, admits Pejstrup, 
largely because they are so focused on 
production, and not as much on management.

“If you drive a tractor that has too much 
capacity, and you grow crops that are 
not the right crops, or have too many 
animals in the barn so they have lower 
growth rates and more sickness, it’s not 
easy to see that as waste,” says Pejstrup. 
“Sometimes farmers think, I’m here anyway 
so it doesn’t matter that I work 12 hours a 
day, but if they could do the job in eight or 
10 hours, maybe they could improve their 
farm. They don’t always see that working 
ineffectively is another form of waste.”

But after adopting the lean system, farmers 
continue to make small, incremental 
improvements that bring them big benefits. 
Seeing waste becomes almost a passion, 
Pjestrup says. But the biggest benefit 
to lean is that, for the most part, they 
are improving their farm’s profitability 
without spending any money. Simple white-board graphics mean the farm team can meet every Monday morning and see 

their way through to decisions in a few minutes that otherwise would take an hour.

A core lean principle is that inefficiency is waste, and on Danish farms a key learning is that 

a source of inefficiency starts with poor instructions for employees. Photographs help, and 

are placed strategically throughout lean farms in Denmark.



F
arming is a tough business. Weather risk, 
volatile markets, potential trade issues, input 
costs, and the steep investment in land and 
equipment mean today’s farmers must have 

formidable management skills to weather the storms 
and grasp the opportunities.

In that context, your financial numbers are a lot like 
the numbers you get from the field, numbers like yield, 
input costs, scouting data and so much so more.

But when it comes to your management of the farm 
as a business, which numbers are best for ensuring your 
farm is on the track to profitability and sustainability?

The only good answer, say the financial experts, is 
that it all depends on the farm.

Fortunately, it isn’t all that difficult to decide.

make your debt have real purpose
Perhaps surprisingly, the big number isn’t your total 
indebtedness, not because your debt level isn’t impor-
tant, of course, but because the purpose of your debt can 
be even more so.

Anyone farming today has had to borrow to stay in 
business, says Theresa Wever, farm adviser, financial 
planner and investment adviser with Wever Financial in 
Russell, Ont. Whether it’s a grain farm that needs land 
and machinery, or a dairy farm that needs quota, agri-
culture’s cost-of-entry is so stiff, it has to be paid for with 
someone else’s money. 

Nor does it end there. Through most of a farming 
career, debt is a fact of life.

In fact, today, more farmers are borrowing more 
money later in their career than we may ever have seen 
in past.

But even here, there are trends and counter-trends, 
and the only way to know whether the debt load is right 
for the farm is to look at the right numbers, not just at 
the age of the farmer.

“There are quite a few people in their 50s who are, 
in fact, borrowing a lot,” says Wever. “But they may in 
fact be borrowing it for the next generation to be able to 
bring them into the farm.”

Other older farmers may be in investing in tech-
nology, including technology that reduces labour, says 
Wever. “Automation has a price tag.”

At the same time, many farmers easing into retire-
ment are less willing to take on debt, given the risks, says 
Wever, who has worked for the last 21 years as a financial 
adviser and is now getting into succession planning.

But age alone isn’t the big factor, Wever repeats, 
“unless somebody doesn’t have a good plan.” A dairy 
farmer might invest in a barn, for example, with plans to 
eventually sell it. Or a farmer with children might plan to 
service the debt over 20 years.

Daryl Cousin, business adviser with Conexus Credit 
Union in Prince Albert, Sask., says succession planning is 
essential to help multi-generational farms manage risk. 
The retiring parents are “trying to push that expansion 
off to those kids,” he says, thinking the kids can take on 
the risk while the parents plan their retirement.

Cousin says lenders will take on a bit more risk with 
young farmers if they know the parents are strong and 
willing to help out the kids. “They might let them use a 
quarter of land for security to term out some of that cur-
rent debt that they couldn’t afford to pay because they 
had (low-quality) crop.”

know the debt-related ratios
What’s a good solvency ratio? Wever looks at liabilities 
divided by total farm assets, and she doesn’t like to see 
anything greater than 70 per cent. “If this was less than 
30 per cent, that’s very strong.”

Cousin says they like to see a 0.5 to one debt/equity 
ratio, or less, in parents who are bringing their children 
into the operation.

But a son or daughter buying in is likely to be more 
highly leveraged.

“They could be in that one to one range, or even 
higher, depending how aggressive they’ve been in their 
expansion,” says Cousin.

He adds he likes to see a 0.65 to one debt/equity ratio 
for young farmers. Those numbers mean there’s some 
equity available for a cash injection or to refinance if 
the farmer has a bad year. That equity allows the bank 
to “term some current debt out to keep them going for 
another year or two,” he says.

A 0.8 to one, or one to one, debt/equity ratio is get-
ting quite risky, he says. If the young farmer has a rough 
year and the parents don’t have land they own free and 
clear to back their kid, it could make it hard to pay down 
loans, he says.

If you’re a new farmer starting out, Cousin asks, how 
are you going to pay off a $100,000 debt to a crop input 
supplier if you have 25 per cent or more of your crop in 
the field?

It’s a tough situation no one wants to think about. 
But given last year’s nasty fall that forced many western 

The righT number
Which financial ratios could you be tracking this 
summer to make the best decisions this fall?
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Canadian farmers to leave crop in the field, 
it’s prudent to run through that scenario.

Wever also recommends watching the 
debt-servicing ratio, which indicates how 
much cash flow is available to pay the debt. 
Wever says lenders usually use the following 
formula: Principal + interest payments on 
term debt and leases ÷ net farm income + 
gross non-farm revenue + depreciation and 
interest on term debts and leases. Anything 
at 25 per cent or less is good, she adds.

Cousin likes to use five-year averages for 
debt-servicing projections because of mar-
ket fluctuations. A five-year average should 
tell him how the farm does in a good year 
and a bad year. That way, he and his clients 
can prepare better for whatever comes down 
the pipe.

But a basic five-year average is misleading 
for an expanding farm, as the income would 
be low, and the debt levels wouldn’t make 
sense. So Cousin breaks down income and 

expenses per acre for each year. That tells him 
exactly how much the farm netted per acre 
over the last five years, a number he can use in 
his projection for an expansion year. 

Measuring liquidity
Another ratio to watch is the current ratio, 
which measures liquidity. Divide current 
farm assets by current farm liabilities to fig-
ure out the current ratio, Wever says. She 
adds it should include assets that can be liq-
uidated easily, plus cash.

Wever says a farm’s current ratio 
shouldn’t be lower than one. Anything 
between one and 1.5 is considered stable, she 
says. “If it’s anything higher than that, you’re 
looking pretty strong as far as the banks go.”

Cousin says a farm’s current ratio will 
depend on whether they’re expanding. 
When a farmer is established, a good cur-
rent ratio is 1.4 to one. “If you’re in expan-
sion, ” he says, “it might be a little tighter 

because you’re spending money to grow. So 
you might be closer to that 1.25 to one.”

As well, a farm that expands one year, for 
example, will have expenses to get the next 
year’s crop in, but not have the inventory to 
back it up. Cash will be a little tighter in these 
operations, and that will affect the current ratio.

Controlling expenses and 
Measuring return on assets

Exactly how a lender will measure profit-
ability depends on the farm, Wever says, but a 
look at the return on farm assets is common, 
and how this is calculated will depend on 
whether farmers own or lease most of their 
land. If most of the land is owned, the lender 
will probably crunch the numbers with this 
formula: (net farm income + interest expense 
– your salary from the farm) ÷ farm assets.

In this case, anything less than one per 
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cent is not great, Wever says. Between one and five per 
cent is pretty good, and Wever figures the average is prob-
ably around two per cent. Over five per cent is very good.

A measure of financial efficiency is the operating 
expense/revenue ratio: Operating expenses (minus inter-
est and depreciation)/revenue. This is often where differ-
ences in management show up, says Wever.

“If they’re spending too much on expenses, then they 
don’t have any extra cash flow usually,” she says. Wever 
puts the average at between 55 and 60 per cent. Anything 
over 70 per cent doesn’t leave much money to live on, 
especially if the debt servicing ratio is around 25 per cent.

Conversely, a farmer with a higher debt load would 
likely have to reduce operating costs in order to service 
that debt, she adds.

Cousin says farmers should really be watching their 
expenses these days, “where can they save, where can 
they cut, because margins are getting smaller every day.”

For example, farmers might want to stick to one seed 
drill and run it for longer hours rather than buying two, 
Cousin says. He has clients that run 20 hours during 
seeding, and some have even run 24/7. He says it works, 
but it’s hard on the operator. There’s a higher chance 
of a wreck as the operator gets tired, and the operator 
will need help filling the drill in the middle of the night. 
However, using one drill to seed the whole farm keeps the 
capital outlay and debt low, Cousin points out.

Capital expenses will vary depending on where the 
farm is, Cousin says. As an example, farmers in southern 
Saskatchewan can cover more acres with a combine than 
their northern neighbours because fields in the south are 
larger and more open. Longer harvest windows in the 
south help as well.

Cousin wishes more farmers would pay attention to 
their capital expenses, and use software to track expenses 
and revenues, rather than pen and paper. Accounting 
software will crunch the numbers during each quarter.

And farm consultants are now using web-based pro-
grams to measure expenses and revenues on a per-field 
basis, so farmers know which fields are making them 
money. Those services could give farmers “a real-time 
idea of where they’re at, instead of waiting until the end 
of the year,” says Cousin. 

Think Through The opTions
Rising land prices and improved farm management 
have allowed farmers to take on more debt, Wever says. 
But as a former banker, she does think some are carry-
ing too much debt. She’d like to see farmers focus more 
on debt repayment and diversify investments outside 
the farm.

She acknowledges that people might see that advice 
as slanted, since she also deals with investments, but 
investing off the farm eases farms through succession.

“But farmers are notorious for putting everything 
back into the business, which is their strength and their 
weakness,” she says.

Most lenders go through the key ratios with their 
clients before lending money. They also usually run 
through different projections to make sure clients can 
service the debt at higher interest rates, for example.

Wever thinks it’s important for farmers to look at the 
alternatives before making a big business decision. Farm-
ers need to understand how long it’s going to take to pay 
off that debt and how that will affect the next changes 
they want to make to the operation. They need to think 
about whether they’ll still be okay with that decision in 
15 years, she says, “because you’re now borrowing per-
haps for yourself and the next generation.”  CG
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For the younger generation
This summer, consider signing your younger 
generation up for a course this winter on how 
to understand and use financial ratios.

If you are thinking about starting succession 
discussions, you might end up looking 
back at this kind of education as one 
of the best decisions you made.

Theresa Wever of Wever Financial says 
ratios can help the younger generation know 
whether their expectations are realistic.

In her view, that puts learning about ratios right 
up there with steps like leaving the farm and 
working elsewhere for a couple of years in order 
to generate an understanding of what it’s like in 
the real world, and to help the next generation find 
out for sure if they want to come back to the farm.

Successors must be able to understand the 
farm finances, Wever says. They need to 
know whether the farm can pay them, their 
parents, and any other siblings. They also 
need to know whether the finances will 
support expansion and other farm goals.

Understanding ratios is key to this. For example, 
Wever says, if operating costs run at 75 per cent, 
young farmers need to realize this only leaves 25 
per cent for everything else, including their salary.

Equally important, however, is that young farmers 
also need to be able to assess a go-forward plan. 
Will it generate enough income to live on? Will 
it increase equity as quickly as needed? Can it 
survive back-to-back years of tough weather?

And most important of all, Wever says, they 
need to see ratios as tools to set measurable 
goals that everyone can work toward.

But it starts with learning. Or, more 
accurately, it starts with wanting to learn.



O
ver the last four years Ontario organic farmer 
and consultant David Cohlmeyer has com-
pleted over 20 business plans for smaller 
and medium-sized farms. But before doing 

a business plan, with updated budget, balance sheets, 
marketing plans and cash flow statements, Cohlmeyer 
works with the clients to do a SWOT analysis.

“It’s a tool, a good starting place, a place to start dis-
cussions, ” says Cohlmeyer.

Originally devised in the 1960s, the SWOT matrix 
uncovers a business’s strengths, weaknesses, opportuni-
ties and threats (hence its acronym).

Yet it does more too. It also identifies which areas 
to align with for success and how to avoid or minimize 
risks.

Farms don’t need to be big to benefit from a SWOT 
analysis, and it’s not as hard to do one as you might think. 
It can be as simple as dividing a blank page in quarters, 
then using the top two quadrants to list strengths and 
weaknesses. These are internal things you have control 
over, such as the future management or the debt position 
of the business.

In the bottom two quadrants, list your opportunities 
and threats, focusing on the external issues that you can 
hope to manage, lessen the impact of, or profit from.

Getting input from outside advisers, your attorney, 
banker, accountant and maybe even customers can be 
helpful, but equally important may be the possibility 
of using a SWOT exercise to promote communication 
with the family and with hired employees. You may even 
want to update your analysis annually.

StrengthS
Start by listing the assets and skills that may give your 
farm an edge over others. Look at major sources of rev-
enues and profits, and consider your farm or your mar-
keting organization in terms of its market influence.

Sometimes it helps to have other people point out 
underutilized resources. For example, many of Cohl-
meyer’s clients don’t even think of their good edu-

cations or the family support behind them as assets. 
Others have children returning to the farm after work-
ing or school. They love the lifestyle, have passion and 
want to live and work on the family farm. All that can be 
very powerful.

Cohlmeyer’s clients tend to be involved in direct 
marketing, which gives them an advantage because they 
have direct contact with consumers. Farmers’ markets 
are a great place to learn about your customers for free, 
but it’s important to think about the people who buy 
your output, no matter what kind of farm you run.

“Get your customers to tell you what they value. 
Don’t assume they have the same values as you,” he says. 
“Listen and write it down, and include what kind of cus-
tomers they are (dollars spent).”

Often farmers think they don’t need to invest in mar-
keting because they can sell everything they produce. By 
building a brand, however, you can increase income by 
selling your production for more, not necessarily selling 
more volume. 

Location can be either a weakness or a strength, and 
Cohlmeyer says a good location doesn’t guarantee suc-
cess. For example, if you have a good location for on-
farm retail, you might find operating costs can be too 
high. Lately, Cohlmeyer has found that honour stands 
at the end of the lane are working exceptionally well in 
rural areas, just outside of cities and towns.

WeakneSSeS
Thinking seriously about what other farmers do better 
than you can be a way to see your weaknesses. Then pull 
out balance sheets and profit and losses for the last few 
years and see the trends. How resilient are you? 

The biggest weakness Cohlmeyer sees with clients 
today are entry costs and lack of working capital. “Newer 
younger farmers are way undercapitalized,” he says. 

These farmers tend to look at the income statement 
only and don’t consider all their expenses, especially 
things like depreciation. “They think they are making 
$30,000 a year but once I do a cost of production analy-
sis, they see they’re really only making $10,000 a year,” 
he says.

Yet these young, organic farmers tend to be quite 
content with a low income and can get by on very little 
because they have a tight rural social network living a 
similar way. However, if someone gets sick, they have no 
cushion and if their children want to go to university, 
they won’t be able to afford it. 

Plus these undercapitalized farms don’t have any 
working cash to grow.

The “second-career” farmers Cohlmeyer deals with 
have more capital and business knowledge but little 
farm experience. “They’re smart people with some capi-
tal, usually inherited. They can run any kind of business 
but they have to accept that they don’t know everything 
about farming.”

Small SWOT,  
big ideas

By Maggie Van CaMp  /  CG Senior editor

This exercise to determine strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats can 
be a best next step for smaller farms
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They also have to accept that they’re competing 
against those young farmers who are willing to earn 
only $10,000 a year. 

OppOrtunities
Looking at the big picture can also help identify trends 
and events that you might be able to take advantage 
of. Think about factors like farm size, trade issues, 
community happenings and demographics. Are there 
new government policies and programs, production 
techniques, technology and ideas that might work for 
your farm?

For example, many of Cohlmeyer’s SWOTs include 

a rosy perspective around consumer preferences and 
market share. Additionally, in much of Canada, most 
organic food is imported so he thinks there are big 
opportunities to link local with organic.

“In Ontario the organic market is growing at about 
four per cent per year,” he points out. 

threats
Are there any new technology, diseases, weather pat-
terns, pests or external financial situations (like cur-
rency or interest rates) which may have a negative 
impact on your business? Naming them will help you 
think about how to deal with them strategically. 
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For example, marketing food might be threat-
ened by the potential of  consumers getting 
food-borne illness. The organic certification pro-
cess, says Cohlmeyer, has food safety protocols 
imbedded in it. As a result the process of doing 
a Canada GAP audit is fairly straightforward for 
organic producers.

Compared to small organic farmers, some 
large commodity farmers are exposed to much 
higher risks, says Cohlmeyer. Generally, smaller 
farmers don’t carry much debt, and they have a 
strong customer base, so global markets don’t 
have as strong an impact.  CG
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F
armers always have their hands full, so it’s not 
always easy to think that signing up for a semi-
nar, conference or training course is a wise 
investment or a good use of time.

The business case, however, is pretty clearly in favour 
of doing just that.

“If you look at it purely from an economist’s point 
of view, you spend time and money to learn something, 
but afterwards that knowledge is free,” says Joerg Zim-
mermann, owner of Global-Ag-Advisors Ltd. at St. 
Francois Xavier, Man.

“So you spent some time and money, but you don’t 
have any variable costs, you only have fixed costs, and 
you can spread them over the rest of your life.”

LifeLong Learning ranks #1
Recent research backs up the importance and actual 
value of lifelong learning for farm owners, managers, 
and employees. A report, “Dollars and Sense — Measur-
ing the Tangible Benefits of Farm Business Management 
Practices on Canadian Farms” identifies the top seven 
farm business management practices that drive farm 
financial success, and No. 1 on the list is commitment to 
continuous learning.

“We were pleasantly surprised to see lifelong learning 
is ranked at the top of those management practices that 
have the most impact on the success of the farm busi-
ness,” says Heather Watson, executive director of Farm 
Management Canada, which partnered with the Agri-
Food Management Institute to commission the survey 
in 2015. “The study shows that lifelong learning is one of 
the management practices that is definitely worthwhile, 
even though it’s a longer-term return on investment.”

To give an analogy, Watson says no farmer would 
leave their tractor in the shed and put off investing in 
its maintenance and just assume that it’s performing at 
its peak and meeting all the current needs and specifica-
tions of the operation.

“It’s comparable to skills development,” Watson says. 
“You need to invest in maintenance on your ability to suc-
ceed. You might not see the return right away, but 10 years 
down the road, you’re going to realize that it was worth it.”

“Dollars and Sense” quantifies that value and demon-
strates how management practices correlate with financial 
performance. The report compared the top performing 
25 per cent of farm operations in the survey against the 

bottom 25 per cent (according to their 2014 tax data) to 
show the actual value of implementing these practices.  
As an example, the top farmers had an average return on 
assets of 10 per cent, more than five times higher than the 
bottom 25 per cent of farmers, who averaged 1.6 per cent.

Top farmers also had stronger asset turnover scores 
(20 per cent versus 9.7 per cent for the bottom ranked 
farmers), and their gross margin ratios averaged 50 per 
cent compared to 19.6 per cent. 

“This was the first study to establish a measurable 
link between farm business management practices and 
financial success of the farm,” says Watson.

BuiLding a Learning PLan
Although continuous learning is clearly crucial to farm 
success, only 49 per cent of the 604 farms that partici-
pated in the survey are actually engaged in it. One of the 
reasons more farms aren’t participating could be that 
they simply don’t know how to identify the skills and 
training that they need, says Watson. 

“We recommend farmers get all of the members of 
the farm team to conduct an assessment to see how they 
are doing in these different management areas,” she says. 
“From the assessment, they can build a plan to compen-
sate for any weaknesses, and address the priority areas 
they have identified, including any opportunities for 
skills development and/or advisory services. It unlocks 
the door in terms of deciding which skills the members 
of the farm team should acquire, and those they can 
hire an adviser to do.”

There are plenty of assessment tools to help farmers 
identify what skills and training their operations need. 
Most provincial agriculture ministries have resources 
on their websites, and most offer grant programs under 
Growing Forward 2 towards the cost of various business 
management training options and advisory services.

Manitoba Agriculture offers a useful Gaining Ground 
Agribusiness Assessment Workbook, which farmers can 
go through to assess their farm against a number of best 
practices in six different management areas — business 
structure, production, environmental sustainability, 
human resources, marketing and financial management.

“This allows them to set goals for their farm business 
so it can continue to evolve and grow, and that includes 
their own self-learning,” says Wendy Durand, farm enter-
prise management specialist with Manitoba Agriculture.

Build a  
learning farm
This summer, start your lifelong 
educational strategy

SUMMER BUSINESS

By AngelA lovell
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Durand emphasizes the need for a continuous learning 
plan that owners or managers can review and update as 
the business evolves and roles change. “Everybody’s learn-
ing plan is going to look different depending on their own 
personal skill set, their existing network, and where they 
are at in their farming careers, but the commonality is the 
self-assessment, looking at what they know, what the gaps 
are, and prioritizing what are the most important learning 
opportunities, so they can develop a learning plan,” she 
says. “Then, when they are doing that annual review of 
their finances, or production or marketing plans, they can 
also review their learning plan.”

Making Tasks and skill 
RequiReMenTs CleaR

The Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council 
(CAHRC) has focused on transferring a lot of the knowl-
edge that is in farmers’ heads — still the most common 
repository of skills training in primary agriculture — to 
actual documentation that can be used to identify the 
tasks that make up many of the jobs in agriculture.

“The CAHRC has created National Occupational 
Standards for 11 commodities,” says Tracy Biernacki-
Dusza, agri-skills manager for CAHRC. “When farmers 
train, it’s usually just handed down; it’s always in their 
heads, so CAHRC completed a three-year project to 
capture those skills and tasks on paper. By creating four 
roles for each commodity — entry, experienced, supervi-
sor, and manager — these documents can form the basis 
for job descriptions, interviewing questions, succession 
planning and to develop skills training, because they 
clearly define what is required for each role.”

How do you find THe RigHT TRaining?
It may not always be easy to figure out how to get the 
training or skills you need, but there are a lot more oppor-
tunities today than there were 20 years ago. These include 
foundational farm business management programs like 
Agri-Food Management Excellence’s Canadian Total 
Excellence in Agriculture Management (CTEAM), Ontar-
io’s Advanced Farm Manager Program, and Texas A&M 
University’s TEPAP (The Executive Program for Agricul-
tural Producers), all giving a comprehensive grounding in 
many aspects of farm business management.

There are also innumerable top-up learning options 
such as webinars, conferences, online learning, work-
shops and industry tours, as well as opportunities to take 
learning to the next level through peer advisory groups 
and management clubs.

Another option can be to put together an advisory 
board, providing for a mechanism for ongoing input 
from respected farmers or business leaders, and/or a 
multi-disciplinary team of advisers.

CAHRC asked farmers participating in focus groups 
across the country where they go to obtain learning. 
“We started compiling a list of places and resources. 
Although the number of educational institutions are 

few, they do a lot of learning through their associations,” 
says Biernacki-Dusza. “They also read magazine articles, 
books, blogs where people share their information, and 
they really like going to conventions and participating in 
seminars. That’s where they pick up a lot of knowledge 
and strengthen their networks.”

So it appears that there is still a lot of emphasis on 
networking, which in agriculture is a tried and tested 
way of gaining experience and insight, trading ideas and 
spurring innovation.

“Networking, for me, is the most important thing 
because when we search for information we often look 
to just confirm ourselves rather than asking the real 
questions or getting some different feedback from other 
people that have a different viewpoint,” says Zimmer-
mann. “It’s the same with skills development; we tend 
to do what we like to do, but sometimes you have to go 
the hard route and challenge yourself to learn the things 
you need. How do you identify that? There are lots of 
programs out there, so go out and see what you want to 
learn but don’t go to the same variable rate seminar 25 
times — try to learn something different.”

CHallenge youRself
Norm Hall couldn’t agree more. Hall, vice-president 
of the Canadian Federation of Agriculture, farms near 
Wynyard, Sask., and says his thirst for knowledge began 
30 years ago when he became a delegate for the Saskatch-
ewan Wheat Pool.

“They were big on training their delegates and 
board members, and I started doing some of the train-
ing in things like public speaking, learning to read a 
financial spreadsheet, and also training about the grain 
industry. They took us to Vancouver and we did tours 
of the Canadian Wheat Board, Canadian International 
Grains Institute and the Canadian Grain Commis-
sion,” he says. “The big picture becomes so much big-
ger when you see that kind of stuff and you realize how 
little you actually know.”

Hall believes that getting off the farm and involved in 
commodity or industry groups is important for build-
ing both networks and knowledge. “It’s much easier for 
extroverts rather than an introvert like myself to get out 
and seek out new opportunities and new people to meet, 
and to do all this learning, but that’s part of the training 
aspect too,” he says.

But now he tells himself: “Just get over yourself, get 
out there, meet people and learn.”
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We tend to do what we like to do,” 
Zimmermann says, “but sometimes 

you have to go the hard route and 
challenge yourself.”

Continued on page 30
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Focus on skills 
A new report by the Advisory Council on Economic 
Growth chaired by Dominic Barton, “Building a Highly 
Skilled and Resilient Canadian Workforce through 
the FutureSkills Lab,” emphasizes the need for work-
ers to build skills throughout their working lives.  
The report recommends broadening the workforce 
through a number of initiatives supported and aligned 
with the agricultural industry’s own recommendations. 
The Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Value Chain 
Roundtables and the Labour Task Force, a committee of 
the CAHRC, recommends within the Canadian Agricul-
ture and Agri-Food Workforce Action Plan, addressing 
critical labour shortages, increasing the supply of labour 
and also recommends support for the training that 
farmers and their workers need.

The report also recommends more focus on skills, 
because research shows that there is currently an 
emphasis on formal credentials — education and work 
experience — rather than acquired skills, often mean-
ing that employers don’t recognize the range of skills a 
potential employee may have.

“When people take welding or carpentry courses 
through the community college, they don’t necessarily 
get a piece of paper that puts letters behind their name, 
but they have those skills,” says Hall. “We could do so 
much more by working closer with that education and 
that person to make use of their skills.”

Hall’s own son is a prime example of how this farm 
family values skill training. “My youngest son is get-
ting his agricultural mechanic designation because he’s 
seen what’s been important on our farm is that both 
my brother and I, even though we aren’t designated 
mechanics, do all our own repairs,” says Hall. “By going 
to school and getting the training, not only is it useful 
to the farm, but he’s also got something to fall back on 
because it’s a skill that is always needed by others.”

The report also emphasizes the need for innovative 
approaches to help workers develop the skills they will 
require throughout their working lives, including more 
internships, co-op placements and apprenticeships, some-
thing that happens informally all the time in agriculture. 

Zimmermann believes German farm apprenticeship 
programs could be a good model for more formal and 
specialized agricultural training programs for Canadian 
agriculture.

During their first year, German students attend 
school full time to learn the basics. Then they spend 
two years living and working on different types of 
farms — while attending classroom instruction one 
day a week — to get a different perspective and broaden 

their experience. Once they have done the three year 
apprenticeship they are qualified as a farmer, and after 
doing three years of practical work on their own farm, 
they can do some additional learning, and after dem-
onstrating their advanced, practical skills they become a 
Master Farmer, which allows them to bring on appren-
tices to train on their farm.

“I think it’s important for young people to go away 
from what they have done always on the farm, and what 
they have seen from their parents all the time, and even 
for future managers to connect the theoretical knowl-
edge with the practical knowledge,” says Zimmermann.

specialized Training needed
While on-the-job training is still prevalent in primary 
agriculture, there aren’t a lot of options for specialized 
training. “There are so many commodities that require 
specialized skills,” says Biernacki-Dusza. “It’s very hard 
to find a post-secondary institution that will teach you 
how to be an apple grower. They do have their formal 
programs but for people who want to specialize there 
is little training available. It is difficult to tie funding or 
program development to higher education in a lot of 
cases for agriculture.”

It doesn’t help that governments regard agriculture 
as a low-skill industry, something that CAHRC is bat-
tling to change. “When I talk to government, as an 
example, they seem to think that an entry level person 
can come in and drive a tractor, and I think they obvi-
ously haven’t looked at a tractor lately because these 
things cost hundreds of thousands of dollars, and have a 
cockpit like an airplane. Farmers are not going to let an 
entry level person get in that tractor,” she says. “We need 
to do a better job of changing the mindset as to what the 
current skill levels really are for agriculture workers and 
where they get the training. Most of it is handed-down 
knowledge and on-the-job training.”

Farming is essentially a lifelong career for most 
farmers, and the need for continuous learning is at 
least as acute as in any other industry as the farm and 
its team evolve and have to adapt to constant change. 
“Whether you are the owner, manager or key employee 
of a farm business, it’s critical that continuous learn-
ing happens, so that as technology changes, and best 
management practices are updated, you’re not being 
left behind,” says Durand. “Most farm businesses want 
to ensure that their business is sustainable, not only 
environmentally but profitably, so there needs to be a 
personal investment in training to make sure that the 
different focus areas within a farm management plan 
are being addressed.”  CG

We need to do a better job changing the mindset as to 
what the current skill levels really are,” says CAHRC’s 

Tracy Biernacki-Dusza
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I
t begins with a little girl, her face splattered with 
freckles, ambling up a dirt lane on a Georgia farm 
where her ancestors first broke ground. On either 
side, rows and rows of peanuts defiantly poked 

through the sand to thrive under the southern sun. 
Inside the clapboard farmhouse at the end of the 

lane, adult voices rumbled and shrilled against each 
other, talking of debt and 18 per cent interest rates (it 
was the mid-’80s).

The little girl listened until her parents, seeing their 
daughter, softened their tones, but talked still about the 
implications of the last season when a hurricane had 
settled in the Gulf and spewed 22 days of rain during 
harvest, rotting their crop and sprouting grey hair all 
over her mama’s head. 

Then her parents turned to her. She could do any-
thing, they said. But not agriculture.

And she did as they said, growing up to study jour-
nalism and then securing a job as press secretary for a 

member of the U.S. Congress. Like her parents, she dug 
in and worked hard.

A few years later, with a wry twist of fate, that mem-
ber of Congress assigned her to work on the Farm Bill, 
Washington’s blueprint for the farm sector.

Which is how Krysta Harden returned to agriculture, 
spending over a decade working on agriculture policy on 
Capitol Hill. She then went on to become U.S. ag secre-
tary Tom Vilsack’s chief of staff and then USDA deputy 
secretary, the second-highest-ranking official in the 
United States Department of Agriculture, appointed by 
the President with the consent of the Senate. 

In that role she not only led the 2014 Farm Bill but 
made key inroads into giving women in agriculture a 
voice, for instance by founding the department’s Women 
in Agriculture Mentoring Network (www.usda.gov/our-

agency/initiatives/women-agriculture), which now has 
more than 1,000 members.

Behind the scenes, Harden pushed to allow more 

The role ahead
Unless farm women get more power and a bigger share of 
the farm voice, Krysta Harden believes agriculture will fail 
its greatest tests, feeding the globe and reconnecting with 
consumers. Summer, she says, is a time for change

SUMMER BUSINESS

By Maggie Van CaMp  /  CG Senior editor
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than one primary producer to be enumerated per farm, 
so spouses could be counted as farmers on the federal 
census, which has been done in Canada since 1991.

“We shouldn’t underestimate the importance of 
data,” Harden says. “Shame on us (women), if we don’t 
want to be counted.”

Today, women make up about half of the agricultural 
labour force worldwide and are over 60 per cent of grad-
uates from U.S. agricultural schools. Yet those women 
own and operate a disproportionately small number of 
farms, says Harden.

“Women contributing to farming, to agriculture, isn’t 
new. It’s how we value their contribution that’s new,” 
she says. “They have as much to lose as their partners. 
They’re COOs and CFOs of farm businesses, and yet we 
call them a ‘Farm Wife’?”

Harden has also worked for lobby groups, notably as 
CEO of a national resource conservation association and 
the American Soybean Association. Last year she took a 
turn toward private business, and is now vice-president of 
public policy and chief sustainability officer with DuPont.

Although she has been given many opportunities 
in this industry, she has only worked for men and has 
found over the years that her male colleagues were 
always raised to be respectful, but she has run into some 
very different standards for women. She says businesses 
benefit from more diversity, both gender and cultural.  
“There may be some obstacles but there are lots of 
opportunities,” she says.

The excuse that’s often given for not having women 
on boards is that traditionally the boards need the “best” 
people. Harden agrees, but in her career has found that 
the way “best” is defined is often very subjective and 
tends to be not varied enough.

She finds that having a variety of backgrounds and 
skills helps with decision-making, resulting in more cre-
ative solutions and different perspectives.

But Harden says having a woman on a board needs 
to involve more than a token position, because no one 
listens to tokens. In fact, she’s found it takes at least 

three women to actually make an impact on a board. 
“Three echoes are needed for their opinions to be 
heard,” she says. 

It’s not only about being heard but it’s about 
encouraging engagement from all parties.

For example, even if Harden doesn’t agree with 
one of the women at a meeting, she’ll ask more ques-
tions and give that woman more of a voice. She feels it 
teaches the woman how to influence through discus-
sion and teaches the men that they need to engage with 
the women on the board.

Harden strongly feels that women have to help 
women. When she gets asked for recommendations, 
she deliberately only suggests women, explaining that 
there are lots of male recommendations already.

She tries to empower other women and encourage 
them to take leadership roles, even though it might 
come at a cost. When Harden spoke at the Advancing 
Women’s Conference in Calgary in March, she said 
that she might get fired for speaking publicly about 
women’s equality issues. “A decade ago we wouldn’t be 
having this meeting (ag women only),” she says. “I was 
always a party of one.”

She encouraged the 460 women in attendance to 
network and actively help each other. And she has 
found that networking between women in a male-
dominated industry is very important to personal 
growth.

At the conference, she also talked about how she 
voluntarily covered maternity leaves for other women, 
and how society needs to better support both men and 
women in their parenting.

She also answered politically positively when asked 
if she supports mandating diversity on boards. “How 
do we make people do the right thing?” she asked. 

That includes doing the right thing internation-
ally. Through her government work and now heading 
up corporate responsibility work for DuPont, Harden 
has travelled throughout the developing world talk-
ing about agriculture. She says women will be key in 
making the future of farming sustainable, especially in 
developing countries.

According to the USDA, in developing countries, 

Women need to add 
their chair to the table,” 

Harden says 
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women make up about half of the agricultural labour 
force and they’re more likely to invest income to 
improve education, nutrition and health for their fam-
ilies. This group estimates if these women farmers had 
the same access to productive resources as men, they 
could increase their farm yields by 20 to 30 per cent, 
feeding an additional 150 million people.

Sometimes cultural traditions and legislation are 
biased against women in an already tough environ-
ment — from it not being acceptable for women to 
market their own production, to not being allowed to 
acquire good-quality seeds and tools, to not having 
the basic right to own land or have a land tenure. This 
gender inequity is contributing to the growing divide 
in income levels in Africa. 

Harden doesn’t hold back tears when she talks about 
meeting with women in western Africa through her 
work with the Cocoa Foundation. “They had a great 
fear; if their husbands got sick or died, they’d lose their 
land and the ability to grow food for their children. 
They’d lose their home, and they’d lose their security,” 
she says. “I can’t imagine my sister losing my family’s 
land to a tribal chief because her husband died.”

Furthermore, she says many of the farmers are very 
geographically isolated, and the poor transportation 
infrastructure limits their potential. Even extension 

information is difficult in these situations and needs 
to be delivered verbally to both men and women.

She explains that DuPont has three sustainability 
focuses: women, youth/children and water. They try to 
partner with local government and established ethi-
cal well-run NGOs. For example, DuPont supports 
female ag scientists in Africa working on research 
to improve food security and reduce poverty, and 
DuPont/Pioneer is a big supporter of the burgeoning 
4-H program in Africa. DuPont spends over US$17 
million a year on philanthropy, with additional phil-
anthropic spending by some of our global business 
units, regions or sites. 

Harden says more female voices are needed in the 
entire industry, both as decision-makers and as mes-
sengers. Women still do most of the shopping and the 
meal planning. And in her experience, many of the 
men on boards cannot relate to the people making 
food decisions. “Women need to add their chair to the 
table,” she says. 

Furthermore, she says women are natural network-
ers, sharing food information and advice with other 
women, their family, friends and co-workers.

And, she says, North American women need to be 
messengers for agriculture and for food, because other 
women trust them.  CG
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A
t RBC we know that 
farming is not only a 
way of life, but also an 
essential contributor 

to the Canadian economy, which is why we’re proud to 
partner with farmers to help you deal with present-day 
challenges — whether that’s volatile commodity mar-
kets, the fluctuating Canadian dollar, increasing global-
ization, the need to establish public trust or changing 
weather patterns.

Running a successful farm business requires spe-
cialized knowledge about everything from agron-
omy to climate change to global markets — not to 
mention all the latest technology. It also requires 
you make hay while the sun shines — and prepare 
how you will mitigate the several risks your busi-
nesses can face.

We’re pleased to work with Country Guide to 
highlight the importance of risk management and 
share some strategies you can use with your busi-
ness. Should you have any questions, the RBC team of 
industry experts can help you manage risk and grow 
your business. We look forward to the opportunity to 
partner with you.  
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I
t’s too easy to think of risk management in com-
pletely negative terms, like worrying whether mar-
ket prices will fall, interest rates will rise, or your 
neighbour will sell the land you’ve been renting at 

a price you can’t afford.
Those are all real risks, of course, and they absolutely 

must be analyzed and addressed, starting with the tools 
in John Greig’s story on page 6.

But the leader’s job of risk management is also a very 
constructive one. It’s about understanding risks in terms 
of how they can help or hinder you in achieving your 
goals for your farm and your family.

This is why our lead story, written by Maggie Van 
Camp, focuses on risk management as a leadership 
trait. The obvious thing for us would have been to start 
this risk management supplement with a detailed look 
at where commodity prices are going, for instance, or 
what the chances are that the loonie will suddenly jump 
toward parity.

It seemed to us though that the parallels to crop 

production are powerful. Writing about commodity 
prices and exchange rates is like writing about fusarium 
or weed resistance. These are essential things to know 
about and manage, but what you really need if you’re 
going to grow a great crop is a great farmer… a person 
who understands the big picture and uses it to make 
great decisions.

And what you really need if you want to excel at risk 
management on the farm is a leader who sees the big 
picture and makes great decisions to move toward it.

Better yet, it’s a person who understands the big pic-
ture, makes great decisions, and also involves everyone 
from family members and employees to input suppliers 
and bankers in working toward that vision.

Do read Maggie’s story. It’s crammed with insights.
And when you read it, keep this is mind. We must 

do a better job of giving today’s young farmers and the 
generation that is coming up at their heels the skills, 
attitudes and vision they will need to manage farm risks 
into the future.

There are many news reports that, as a generation, 
millennials are far more risk averse than their parents. 
Maybe those reports are right, maybe they aren’t, but 
I do think it’s fair to say that few young farmers today 
have been tested like their parents’ generation.

So read Maggie’s story as a sort of checklist. Then ask 
two questions. How do you score on those traits? And 
what can you do to help your next generation score even 
better?

Meanwhile, we’ll be busy preparing two more special 
supplements with RBC this year, on succession planning 
and financial planning.

And as always, I hope you’ll take a minute to let us 
know: Are we getting it right? I’m at tom.button@fbc

publishing.com.  

Risk ManageMent

The risk at the top
Of all the skills that today’s 
farmers must breed into the 
next generation, the most 
important is knowing when 
to take a risk

Tom bUTTon, edIToR / COUNTRY GUIDE
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CommuniCate an 
overarChing goal

Resilient leaders see the big 
picture, says Black. Although 
they are also immersed in day-
to-day work, they keep a wider 
perspective in front of them, 
and they tend to think longer 
term too.

“They have a vision for the 
future,” says Black. “In the hard 
times, that vision gives them a 
light at the end of the tunnel to 
focus on.”

As well, since they see the 
bigger picture, they’re more 
willing to take appropriate risks, 
i.e. risks that pay off in moving 
the farm closer to its goal.

Importantly, these leaders 
find their focus on goals can be 
motivational, Black adds.

Klinefelter agrees. He finds 
these leaders discuss specific 
goals and objectives, they con-
stantly monitor performance, 
and they use advisers and team 
members to create a culture of 
change.

 As well, regardless of age, 
these leaders build a sense of 
purpose. They talk about the 
farm’s goals, and they involve 
the whole family, says Klinefel-
ter. “They’re able to motivate 
others to act and to buy in.”

the light in the tunnel
There will always be com-
modity volatility. Weather is 
unpredictable, global economic 
conditions change, and “black 
swan” events occasionally turn 
our worlds upside down.

“Everyone’s going to have 
stress,” says Paddock. “There’s 
risk with farming, that’s all 
there is to it.”

At the end of  the day, 
though, it matters if you are 
prepared for the risks, if you 
understand exactly how they 
can impact your farm, and if you 
have a plan in case of potential 
problems.

Paddock says she is regu-
larly impressed by the farm-
ers who share their plans 
about where they want to take 
their operations. These lead-
ers identify which aspects of 
their farms require risk man-
agement, and they think the 
issues through, creating action-
able plans.

These farmers tend to 
take a longer-term view, says 
Paddock. And they allocate 
resources according to the 
commodity cycle and their 
core business strategy, avoiding 
short-term or knee-jerk capital 
purchases.

Lead the way

F
arming means risk. So when the USDA recently tried 
to sort the different risks that farmers face into differ-
ent categories, the list they came up with was a long 
one, with seven distinct categories that threaten today’s 

farms, including risks arising from production, price, casualty (fire, 
weather and theft), technology failure, relationships, legal/regula-
tory, and human resources. 

Yet strong farm leaders continue to pull their farms through 
tough economic times. Somehow, they survive political instability, 
price crashes, disease and pest infestations, and even sweeping social 
and technological changes.

Sometimes, admittedly, it’s dumb luck. But more often, when 
you look at who’s steering the farms that have managed to prosper 
despite all these risks, you see a group of leaders wielding very simi-
lar skills.

In other words, risk management isn’t just a process you adopt 
or a set of questions you ask, important though they are. It’s also a 
leadership attitude, and a leadership strength.

That’s why Country Guide asked three agricultural leadership vet-
erans — Rob Black, Danny Klinefelter and Gwen Paddock — about 
the leadership skills that allow some farms to survive and thrive 
when others stumble and fall.

We wanted to know, what makes a leader resilient?
All three agree that strong leaders score high on identifying, analyz-

ing and prioritizing risks, and on managing them proactively.
Recently retired, Klinefelter co-ordinated and taught TEPAP, the 

Texas A&M-based business course for farmers.
Paddock during her 32 years in banking and as national manager 

for agriculture and agribusiness at RBC, has sat at many desks and 
kitchen tables listening to farmers and talking with them about their 
farm financials. 

Black is chief executive officer of the Rural Ontario Institute, 
which has built the Advanced Agricultural Leadership Program on 
the belief that strong leaders model the way, inspire a shared vision, 
challenge the process, enable others to act, and encourage the heart.

“Resilient leaders,” says Black, “do this in spades.”

Great risk managers tend to share leadership 
strategies that can work on your farm too

By Maggie Van CaMp, senior editor  /  coUNTRy GUIDE

Great risk 
managers excel 
at keeping their 
focus on their 
most important  
long-term goals,  
says Black



Crucially, they also under-
stand that sometimes risk 
is linked to opportunity, and 
that they need to manage their 
overall risk so they will be in 
a financial position to take 
advantage of opportunities 
when they come along. 

To be able to do this, they 
build working capital in the 
good times, they retain some 
earnings for when the down-
turn comes, and they leverage 
their financial strength then.

“They have a bootstrapped 
balance sheet,” says Paddock. 

Strong farm leaders have 
patience and they understand 
that sometimes it’s just a mat-
ter of timing. Also, their plan 
will focus on two or three con-
crete changes at a time instead 
of either having very vague 
goals or trying to make so many 
changes that the process gets 
overwhelmed.

“Resilience is built piece by 
piece,” says Paddock. 

Strong leaders also under-
stand that plans must continu-
ally evolve, and they must be 
updated regularly. For exam-
ple, succession planning can 
take years to do because of the 
many tax and personal issues 
that crop up, plus the changing 
needs of the people involved.

Through this period, farm 
leadership must be flexible 
enough to handle the changes 
in position but strong enough to 
keep standing when under stress.

This means a risk mitiga-
tion strategy is like the back-
bone of an overall strategic 
business plan.

Resilient farms have plans 
made ahead for things like 
insurance, business goals 
and budgets, marketing and 
succession, Klinefelter adds. 
“They don’t want to be caught 
scrambling.”

Cool Under PressUre
Resilient leaders not only antic-
ipate change, they drive change 
and find ways to capitalize on 
it, says Klinefelter.

In crisis situations, they’re 
better able to see pathways 
through the problem without 
getting caught overreacting.

It’s like how top athletes are 
said to see the pace of the game 
slower so they are able to con-
ceptualize potential plays and 
opportunities to score.

Says Klinefelter: “Strong 
leaders rise under pressure, and 
know how to turn it on at the 
end of the game.”

These leaders tend to think 
rationally under pressure, 
when others might be affected 
by hectic, chaotic situations. 
“They don’t let their emo-
tions rule their thinking,” says 
Klinefelter. “They watch, make 
adjustments, try new things 
and know when to get out 
when things go wrong.” 

Know when to Call it
Resilient leaders learn from 
their mistakes and know when 
to get out, says Klinefelter.

They’re able to see that 
sometimes elusive line when it 
no longer makes sense to try 
to turn around a situation, or 
when their ability to lead with 
impact is overstretched. 

In other words, good lead-
ership is also the ability to see 
when to switch gears and move 
on to another situation, cause 
or business. They don’t ride it 
until it dies.

“Today’s leaders have to 
know when to jump in and 
jump out,” says Black. “The 
issues are complex and there 
are multiple tasks, so the max-
imum impact they can make 
tends to be limited to certain 
times.”

embraCe Change 
and new sKills

Strong leaders have a contin-
uous-improvement mentality. 
Because of this attitude, they’re 
also quick to spot mistakes, and 
Klinefelter says don’t get mar-
ried to things.  

That also enables them to 
make more objective assess-
ments so they don’t quit on 
something because of a set-
back. Instead they make their 
choices based on evidence, 
not ego, and when things go 
wrong, they try to figure out 
what they can learn from the 
experience.

“They accept that mistakes 
happen, but they look at it as if 
every problem has the seeds of 
a solution in it,” says Klinefelter.

Also, they keep important 
information up to date, which 
helps them to analyze and miti-
gate situations. The sooner they 
know there’s a problem, the less 
of a problem it becomes. 

These resilient leaders are 
constantly making decisions, 
experimenting and changing 
instead of stockpiling issues or 
pushing them aside. So when 
a change does happen, it’s not 
such a huge deal since they 
have a system in place. 

Over the years Klinefelter 
has known some particularly 
resilient farm leaders who 
looked outside of agriculture 
for consumer trends, new 
technology and people. Then 
they fed those possibilities 
into their farms.

Similarly, Paddock has 
noticed some larger farmers 
in Canada are beginning to 
reach out to other industries 
to learn about finances. These 
clients are looking for more 
complex financial products 
available to other commer-
cial business, like commod-

ity derivatives or interest rate 
swaps, which might be good 
solutions for their size and 
scale of business. 

However, whatever the size 
of the farm, resilience tends 
to come down to the basics of 
good production and financial 
management. Resilient farms 
connect the numbers to their 
farm, the people involved, 
and the future. These farmers 
know their cost of production 
and acknowledge that com-
modity cycles are simply part 
of the business.

And they also use ratios to 
monitor and benchmark to 
help flag any concerns before 
the alarms start sounding.

“They interpret their finan-
cial statements instead of just 
generating them for their 
bank,” says Paddock.

According to a recent AMI 
survey, top farmers commit to 
continuous learning, and Pad-
dock has found that leaders on 
resilient farms not only make it 
a priority to participate in peer 
groups, they make it a priority 
to learn from them.
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Risk ManageMent

Strong leaders 
are like great 
athletes, says 
Klinefelter. 
They “rise 
under pressure, 
and know how 
to turn it on at 
the end of the 
game.”
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10 strategies  
that reduce farm risk

By John GreiG, field editor  /  coUNTRy GUIDE

M
arkets are more volatile than ever. Land and equip-
ment cost more. The dollars riding on every deci-
sion keep getting bigger. And risk management is a 
crucial skill for today’s farm families.

Is your risk management up to scratch? This checklist will help:

Create strong relationships
Resilient leaders are big on collaboration, says Black. They 
work well with others, know where to turn for help, and 
have strong relationships in place. “These leaders tend 
to surround themselves with skilled talent,” says Black. 
“Strong leaders know they don’t know everything and that 
they need to rely on others.”

These farms excel at finding and retaining employees 
and they are good at competing with other industries for 
staff. This is because they have clear performance expecta-
tions and explain their vision for the farm, and share that 
information with their employees. 

And good leaders listen carefully. They know that see-
ing a problem or situation with multiple sets of eyes allows 
them to consider more opportunities. 

This connectivity extends beyond the farm. These farm-
ers are linked to other leaders through business and social 
interactions and through their church and community. 
“They’re connected to a variety of people, many of whom 
are also movers and shakers,” says Black. 

“Good leaders tend to soar with other eagles instead of 
scratching the ground with the turkeys,” agrees Klinefelter.

But that doesn’t mean they’re arrogant, or that they’re 
always seeking the limelight. “Many leaders view them-
selves as servants. They like to be in the background, serv-
ing others,” says Black 

This drives positive relationships both personally and 
professionally. At the end of the two-week trip away during 
the AALP program, Black tells the group to listen to what 
happened at home before talking about their exciting trip. 
Ease into it and share it slowly so it doesn’t overshadow the 
huge commitment it takes from the people back home who 
kept the farm going.

Nor is this goal-oriented, team-based leadership 
approach limited to large mega farms with many manag-
ers. Recently, Klinefelter has worked with mid-size farms, 
helping them collaborate among themselves to develop 
better systems for buying inputs, hiring consultants, and 
adopting new technology. 

But many top U.S. farmers today do have formal rela-
tionships with retailers, processors and suppliers. They 
have contracts for production, and they predetermine 
prices and production needs. For this to work well, they 
need strong business relationships with good, transparent 
communication during the whole growing season. “They 
believe in transparency with managers, family, and their 
credit organizations,” says Klinefelter.

Resilient farmers should share information — both 
good and bad — with their banker, says Paddock. We have 
a tendency to not talk about things when they are going 
badly, but the sooner you share information, the more 
options you will have. 

“Communicate early,” says Paddock.  

1    Know how much debt 
you can service.

Debt servicing is the first 
risk management area to 
look at, says James Fehr, a 
vice-president of commercial 
services with RBC in Winnipeg.

“Most farms have enough 
security,” Fehr says. “It comes 
down to their debt servicing. 
What is their working capital?”

With good financial statements, 
working capital is a simple 
calculation. Take current assets 
and subtract current liabilities.

Using the same number, divide 
your current assets by current 
liabilities. This will give you 
your current ratio. Then track 
both your working capital 
and your current ratio over 
time to monitor your short-
term financial health as well 
as your overall efficiency.

If it sounds complicated, it 
isn’t once you get started.

And it’s important too. As land 
has risen in price, servicing 
the debt on the land can 
be challenging, says Stuart 
Person, director, primary 
producer agriculture for MNP. 

2     calculate your full 
cost of production.

Making sales at a profit 
reduces your risk of losing 
money. But in order to know 
whether a sale is profitable, 
you need to know your actual 
cost of production, says 
Steve Funk, director of farm 
income programs with MNP.

“It should include everything, 
not just input costs,” Funk 
emphasizes. Also included 
should be capital costs, 
all interest, rent, even an 
allowance to pay yourself.

That makes it more time 
consuming to work out, but 
it also makes your number 
much more reliable as a 
tool for reducing risk.

The number of farmers 
working our their actual cost 
of production per commodity 
is growing, but it still isn’t as 
widespread as it should be.

Funk is clear about his 
advice. Calculate your cost 
of production, he says, and 
make it “fully loaded.”



 

Risk ManageMent

9    consider alternate 
inputs when 
costs climb.

If you are stuck on a commodity 
input with no alternatives, 
then you have risk when those 
commodities rise significantly in 
price. Having an alternative can 
be an important manager of risk. 
This is especially important for 
livestock producers. Work with a 
nutritionist who can incorporate 
alternatives, says Fehr.

10    lock in interest 
rates and vary 
your term lengths. 

Farmers are watching interest 
rates. While there is some 
potential to use products 
outside of normal financing to 
tie lending directly to markets, 
Fehr says that in most cases, 
“laddering” investments 
is a more accessible and 
applicable strategy.

If you have something like 20 
per cent of your debt being 
renegotiated each year, then 
you can mitigate some of your 
interest rate risk, says Fehr. 
However, this also depends on 
whether you need flexibility 
for expansion. If not, then you 
can lock in for longer term.  

3    develop a marketing 
plan, and take a 
risk management 
approach to 
currency and 
input pricing.

Ask your banker, your suppliers 
and your buyers or marketing 
advisers about tools and 
strategies for reducing your 
exposure to volatile prices.

Many farms are exposed 
to the Canadian exchange 
rate, especially since many 
commodities and high-value 
inputs like farm machinery are 
essentially priced in U.S. dollars.

What impact would a 
sudden change have on 
your profitability? Potential 
risk management strategies 
range from seasonal selling 
to hedging the dollar through 
financial institutions.

4    create joint 
ventures to jointly 
own livestock 
or equipment.

Farms have worked together 
for years to buy more expensive 
equipment such as sprayers and 
combines, but there are other 
areas that can make sense with 
some creativity. Some farms are 
pooling all their equipment and 
then paying that joint venture 
to work the land. A farmer who 
has excellent animal husbandry 
skills may diversify by custom 
managing some cattle.

As equipment has risen quickly 
in price, these sorts of joint 
ventures on equipment make 
more sense, says Person.

5    use off-farm 
investment to 
balance farm risks.

Off-farm investments can 
mitigate your exposure to 
volatile commodity markets. 
These investments can also 
be placed so as to balance 
your overall financial risk, 
and include anything from 
equities to real estate.

Off-farm investments can also 
become useful in your long-term 
succession planning, Fehr says.

For instance, non-farm assets 
can provide a secure retirement 
for the parents, thereby allowing 
the younger generation the 
freedom to manage the farm 
assets for future growth.

6    create and use an 
advisory group.

Fehr advocates forming an 
advisory group. This can be 
a group comprised of your 
accountant, your lawyer, your 
lender and your insurance 
agent, for example, and they 
could meet once or twice a 
year to help you formulate 
an overall plan while also 
helping ensure that all your key 
business advisers understand 
“the whole picture.”

Or your group could consist 
of trusted business advisers 
who can provide third-
party input and advice.

Funk says that peer advisory 
groups can also help reduce 
your risk by understanding how 
similar farms operate. “When 
you get people like that in a 
room, that’s when you get really 
good ideas flowing,” says Funk.

7    generate higher 
margins to lessen 
commodity risk.

Value adding doesn’t have to 
mean you produce a product 
and manage the supply chain 
right to the customer. It can be 
producing seed, or cleaning 
seed. It can be moving up the 
value chain slightly, such as 
buying trucks to move feed.

Fehr says it can also be doing 
more of your own feed mixing, 
citing a dairy farmer who was 
having a custom TMR made 
for him, but realized that 20 
per cent of his annual net cash 
flow was being depleted by 
purchasing prepared feed.

8    use revenue 
insurance that works 
on your farm.

There are several insurance 
options for managing risk 
on your farm, says Funk. 
They include traditional crop 
insurance and other production 
insurance products to cover 
production risks. Other private 
options now cover whole farm 
revenue (meaning yield and 
price coverage), along with 
price and quality and inputs.

There’s also the government 
AgriStability program. With 
all those options, it can be 
challenging to figure out your 
farm needs. MNP has software 
that evaluates different options 
for farmers. The goal is to use 
programs that work together to 
fill in the risk gaps on your farm.
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Off-farm 
investments 
can also 
become 
useful in your 
long-term 
succession 
planning
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K
nowing how to read and understand finan-
cial statements is one of the first steps in 
assessing financial risk, helping you track 
how you’re doing compared to previous 

years (or against sector averages), and how any changes 
may have an impact on your bank account.

From a financial perspective, stress testing can be the 
ultimate proactive risk management tool.

Mark Fournier, an instructor at Olds College in 
Alberta and a certified chartered accountant, emphasizes 
the importance of understanding cash flows in his farm 
finance and business planning courses.

“While paper profits are nice, cash is king,” Fournier 
says. “And if there is no money in the account, then the 
farm family does not get to eat or to pay their mortgage.”

Fournier starts his courses by teaching students how 
to read farm financial statements, including balance 
sheets, income statements and cash flow statements. 
Then, mostly using ratios, he has the students test a farm’s 
financial health by comparing the information from the 
current full accounting year with both the farm’s own 
historical statements and with industry benchmarks.

They learn that a balance sheet is a snapshot of a 
company’s assets, liabilities and owners’ equity. An 
income statement is done on an accrual basis for a full 
accounting year. And the cash flow statement is done 
on actual receipt and payment of cash for a particular 
accounting time frame, nailing down the liquidity of the 
business during that time period.

What Fournier likes about cash flow statements and 
projections is that bank accounts don’t lie.

“Unlike profits — which include non-cash items 
like depreciation, accounting gains and losses — the 
bank account will dictate if you are going to have a good 
month or a challenging month,” says Fournier.

So once the Olds students finish the historical anal-
ysis, Fournier teaches them how to prepare a 12- to 
36-month cash flow statement that can be updated on 
a monthly basis. They complete a cash flow in FCC’s Ag 

Expert, although most of the real-life work is done in 
Excel or Google Sheets so they can create templates to use 
on their own farms.

They estimate and input the cash inflows on a 
month-by-month basis, and estimate monthly cash out-
flows. All this is done to get to the ending bank balance 
each month.

This is a reality check since a negative balance means 
that the farm owner will either have to inject personal 
money, or a new loan will need to be taken out.

Instead of doing a month-to-month cash flow 
statement, annual cash flow statements of a farm’s 
operations can be calculated by subtracting the cash 
expenses from cash income, as taken from the farm’s 
income tax statement.

To do this you have to remove the mandatory and 
optional inventory adjustments, and the capital cost 
allowance amounts from the cash expense amount on 
the income tax statement.

However, monthly cash flow statements also consider 
other factors and should include the effects of operat-
ing, financing, investing and personal activities on cash 
over a previous fiscal period. This way, they reveal the 
hard bank account truth. They’re also an easier way into 
potentially more useful cash flow projections.

Fournier finds the most overlooked component of 
farm cash flow statements and projections is taking out a 
salary for the owner.

“People tend to try to pay themselves with any money 
that is left over,” he says. “But the farm owner needs to 
put food on the table and gas in the personal vehicles, so 
include all living costs in the planning.”

Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Agriculture publication 
Comprehensive Guide to Farm Financial Management, 
Preparing Cash Flow Statements not only has a fill-in-the 
blank cash flow statement form that might be helpful, 
there’s also an itemized form to help determine family 
living expenses based on the previous year. You can find 
it at publications.gov.sk.ca.

Keep in mind that a cash flow projection summarizes 
an estimate of cash in and out over a given future period, 
but is only as good as the assumptions and information 
used to prepare it.

Also note that depreciation does not appear on the 
cash flow projection because it’s not a cash expense and 
will not have an impact on cash flow.

Basically cash flow projections show how your farm 
and family plans for the future have an impact on the 
amount and timing of cash received and spent.

Often cash flow projections are used to test the feasibility 
of new investments or a transition. These spreadsheets are 
used to test scenarios to see the impact of different prices, 
costs and even time and terms. A cash flow projection can 
also be used to see if operating lines of credit will meet needs 
and should help identify potential times of excess cash.

StreSS teStS 
for change

By Maggie Van CaMp  /  CG Senior editor

Here’s a quick way to keep your eye on 
your cash flow projections this summer 
to help you plan loan payments and 
expenses this fall
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One of the main functions required in reviewing 
financial statements for management purposes is calculat-
ing what the operating loan requirements will be for the 
farming operation in the upcoming year. Traditionally 
farms need operating funds at certain points during their 
business cycle, such as before harvest when they’re carry-
ing all their input expenses and haven’t got crop delivered.

By doing a monthly assessment of cash flow require-
ments, you can pinpoint the months with the largest 
shortfall amounts and the months with the largest sur-
plus amounts.

Whether it’s in the classroom or in his former job 
working in farm credit, Fournier has found farmers 
relate to cash flow statements. Often, instead of look-
ing at their balance sheet or income statements, farmers 
prefer to dig directly into cash flow statements, breaking 
it down on a month-by-month basis. 

And then they can quickly move into planning 
mode. After inputting the cash inflows and outflows 
based on the previous year’s cash flow statement, they 
can estimate the projected farm bank balance at the end 
of the month for the coming year.

Then the fun begins as the farm can incorporate 
this information into its cash flow projection spread-
sheet to see the cash implications and adjust either loan 
amounts, or operational activities accordingly.

“The farm business owner can apply their story or plan, 
and relate to real numbers,” says Fournier. “Almost all future 
planning work is completed using cash flow projections.” 

Once the cash flow projections are completed, says 
Fournier, then it’s relatively easy to create an income 
statement and balance sheet directly from the cash flow 
spreadsheet.  CG

SUMMER BUSINESS
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It’s all about real 
money coming in and 
real money going out, 
Fournier says. “The bank 
account will dictate if 
you are going to have a 
good month.”



A
lthough a strong work ethic is always a 
point of pride in agriculture, the farm fam-
ily also needs to celebrate its successes and 
to understand why you do all that hard 

work in the first place.
That kind of perspective doesn’t grow by accident.
Even so, says Rick Dehod, a provincial farm financial 

specialist with Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, if you 
want the next generation to take over the farm, you do 
need your kids to have the kind of happy childhood 
memories you can create this summer.

After all, if all they remember about growing up 
on the farm is all the work and all your stress, they are 
more likely to seek careers off the farm that give them 
work-life balance and guaranteed paid holidays.

“To attract young people back to our rural com-
munities, we need to take time to have some fun,” 
Dehod says.

It’s too easy, he says, to get so busy farming that we 
forget that we are a family first. “We need to remember 
that we are families in the business of farming,” Dehod 
says. “The primary focus of the farm business is to pro-
vide a living for the farm family.” 

Get started now
One proven way to create memories is to go somewhere 
new or try something new.

Claudia Hammond, a psychology lecturer and radio 
host with the BBC in London, England, studied our per-
ceptions of time and memory for her book, Time Warped, 
beginning with the common perception that while time 
seems to pass quickly when you are on vacation, when we 
think back it will feel as though we were gone a long time.

In fact, there’s even a name for it. It’s called “the holi-
day paradox.”

And there’s a reason for it too, because when we are 
away, we have more moments that stand out, which 
means that any given unit of time is packed with more 
memories than usual.

But, of course, you don’t necessarily have to leave the 
district in order to create that kind of dense cluster of 
memories.

Instead, avoid routines, add variety to your life and 
try to create a life that feels both novel and entertaining, 
says Hammond.

And spend less time doing the things that aren’t so 

likely to create warm memories, like watching TV, play-
ing computer games, and being online.

The simple truth is, if it involves watching a screen, it 
isn’t going to form as many great memories as if you’re 
face to face with other people, or if you’re engaged in the 
real world, experiencing real sights, sounds and sensations.

We can use this to our advantage, Hammond says. 
“If we fill a weekend with new activities and new places, 
when we get to Monday morning it will feel as though 
it’s been ages since we’ve been at work because of all the 
new memories we’ve made,” she says.

And the best way to ensure that we remember the 
happy memories from our trips is to focus on the positive.

After our trip, if we grumble to everyone (including 
each other) about how our luggage got lost, that’s what 
we’ll remember. If we talk instead about all the great 
things we saw and did, then those are the memories that 
will stand out.

Hammond also wants us to realize that such activi-
ties don’t have to be special or expensive, which is what 
we might think at first, and which in turn makes us 
imagine that if we’re going to build memories on the 
farm, we have to focus on a single break-the-bank event.

Instead, she says, think of novelty and variety, some-
thing you and your children or grandchildren haven’t 
done often before and that you rarely if ever get to do 
together.

“And if they get to take part themselves, rather than 
have you do it all for them, it will make it more memo-
rable,” Hammond says.

Get in the habit with your family of mentioning the 
things you’d like to try or to get good at, and come up 
with a list of things everyone would be willing to explore.

And when you do try them, remember to turn off 
your own smartphone. Insist on being fully present with 
your family during these activities.

Dehod emphasizes that we only get a limited num-
ber of chances to create these memorable experiences.

Childhood is short so there is no time to waste. 
Often by the time children hit their preteen years, their 
focus will shift to their peer group and it can be tougher 
to get them to participate in family activities.

So take lots of pictures and create a lasting record of 
the good times.

MeMories to build on
Capitalize on the summer to create lasting memories for your 
family. they’re the first step in a healthy succession process

By Helen lammers-Helps

Continued on page 38
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Don’t wait for the lightning bolt
Again, this is an area where your leadership and your 
business skills can actually help your personal life.

In this case, be sure to write taking time off into your 
understanding of what it means to be good at your job. 
Then, be sure to talk about this with your family, so they 
know that having a good life is part of the reason why 
you’re farming.

You can even write job descriptions and ensure that 
family time is part of your farm’s management strategy, 
says Dehod. Also think about what could help you get 
some time away. Are there jobs you could share with a 
neighbour? Could more automation or relief staff help 
you meet your time-off goal?

And remember, the break you take while enjoying time 
with your family will also help you maintain your health.

Research by Dr. Andria Jones-Bitton at the University 
of Guelph shows farmers are under stress, with low resil-
ience. Time away from the farm will help you cope and 
rejuvenate, so you will be better able to problem solve.

Dehod agrees. “It will give your brain a rest and as a 
result you will make better decisions.” 

With summer and school vacation coming, now is 
the time to make plans for creating those memorable 
moments. So don’t be so busy farming that you forget 
you are a family first.

Almost every farm in Canada has someplace within a 
half hour where you can camp and relax by a river, lake, 
mountain or valley.

Spend a week there this summer, and make sure 
everyone knows before you go that you’re only going to 
slip home twice during the week to check on the things 
that really need checking on.

The rest of the time that week, you will still have a sort 
of job to do. It’s to create memories and increase family 
bonding, says Dehod. “Take the time to celebrate.”  CG

Hear the stories behind the stories.

NEW PODCAST EPISODES ADDED EVERY THURSDAY • SUBSCRIBE TODAY AND NEVER MISS AN EPISODE!

Glacier FarmMedia, your go-to source for national 
agricultural news and information proudly presents 
Between the Rows – A weekly podcast that delivers 
the stories behind the stories in Canadian agriculture.

Drawing from our more than 20 print and online brands, our 

reporting staff discuss the top stories and latest developments in 

agriculture today. Between the Rows also goes beyond the printed 

story and delves deeper to bring more detail on topics that effect 

today’s producers. 

SUBSCRIBE TO 
THE BETWEEN 
THE ROWS  
PODCAST TODAY!

If all your family remembers 
about life on the farm is all 
the work and all your stress, 
why wouldn’t your kids 
leave for the city?
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By John Gavloski  /  ENTOmOLOGIsT mANITObA AGRICULTURE

Be kind to your insect friends
Of the thousands of insect species around your fields, 
only a few damage crops. Here’s a guide to identifying 
and protecting the good bugs that eat the bad ones

PG. 46   Science seeks optimum 
level of non-crop acres.

PG. 48  New wheat/pulse blends.

PG. 50   StatsCan struggles to 
regain credibility.

PG. 52   Who do you call when a 
building collapses?

I
t can be worrying to see insects crawling over your 
nicely developing crop, but are they doing any 
damage? And even if they are, before ordering the 
insecticide, will spraying kill the good bugs that are 

already at work controlling the bad ones, not to men-
tion other insects that are important for pollination? 

While killing all insects in the field may solve a cur-
rent problem, it can make the field vulnerable to crop-
feeding insects that may re-enter the field, particularly 
those that can move in large numbers or can produce 
multiple generations in a year. It may also make crops in 
the area more susceptible in future years. 

Even if crop-feeding insects do get to economic levels, 
management strategies which preserve as many benefi-
cials as possible may be the most economical strategy.

ManageMent tips
These tips can help you maximize the value from benefi-
cial insects in and around your fields, while still manag-
ing insects that get to levels where they are a potential 
threat to the crop.
1.  Use economic thresholds when these are available. 

Applying insecticides when crop-feeding insects are 
not at high levels can cause more harm than good. If 
beneficial insect populations are keeping crop-feeding 
insects below economic levels, destroying the ben-
eficial insects can potentially allow some crop-feeding 
insects to reach pest levels.

2.  If insect levels surpass the economic threshold and use 
of an insecticide is desired, when practical, use a selec-
tive insecticide which targets a specific group of insects 
and has little or no harm to natural enemies.

3.  Use insect-resistant crops. Crops that have some resis-
tance or tolerance to crop-feeding insects, such as 
midge-tolerant wheat or Bt corn, can be used when 
populations of crop-feeding insects are a high risk. 
These crops target specific crop-feeding insects, and 
will do little or no harm to natural enemies of insects.

4.  Crop rotation can prevent some insects that potentially 
can reach pest levels from achieving damaging levels.

5.  Providing favourable habitat for beneficial insects can 
help maintain consistent populations. Adult hover flies 
and parasitic wasps need pollen and nectar for longev-
ity and reproductive success. 

Also helpful is a diversity of flowering plants, both in 
species diversity and when they flower. For example, 
adults of some parasitic wasps will visit flowering plants 
in many families to obtain nectar and pollen. However, 
many species with short mouth parts may be restricted to 
plants of a few or one family, such as umbelliferous plant 
that have exposed nectaries. Minimum or zero tillage may 
increase populations of some predaceous insects. 

Continued on paGe 40

Flowering plants such as alfalfa provide a home for beneficial insects such as 

parasitic wasps that can control diamondback moth, wheat midge, aphids and 

Hessian flies. 
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Lady beetLes/Ladybugs
56 species in Manitoba

Identification: Although most can recognize adult 
lady beetles, many do not recognize the larvae. They 
are alligator-like in general shape and black with white, 
yellow, red or orange markings. 

What they eat: Aphids — if scarce they may feed 
on the eggs of moths and beetles, thrips, mites and 
other small insects as well as pollen and nectar. 

How much: In a Manitoba study adults of the thir-
teen-spotted lady beetle consumed between 110 and 
160 aphids on average in 24 hours, depending on the 
species of aphid. An Ontario study found adult females 
of the seven-spotted lady beetle ate about 115 aphids 
in 24 hours, adult males ate about 80 in 24 hours, and 
third instar larvae ate about 105 in 24 hours. 

40     APRIL 2017  /  COUNTRY-GUIDE.CA

crops Guide

A guide to the beneficials

PredAceous beetles
There are many species of beetles that prey on other insects. Some of the most important of these in regulating popu-
lations of insects that feed on crops are lady beetles, ground beetles, and rove beetles.

ground beetLes (Carabidae)
861 species in Canada  
About 40,000 species worldwide

Identification: Head at eyes narrower than section 
behind head. Front wings may have striations or pits. 
Run rapidly when disturbed. 

What they eat: Larvae of cutworms and diamond-
back moth; Colorado potato beetle, and root maggot 
eggs, larvae, and pupae; aphids. A species called Lebia 
atriventris has been observed feeding on larvae of sun-
flower beetles in Manitoba. A study in Saskatchewan 
found 14 species of ground beetles fed on larvae of 
wheat midge. 

How much: Larvae and adults of several species of 
ground beetles have been shown to eat many times their 
own weight in prey if given the opportunity. Most are 
nocturnal (active at night).

By John Gavloski  /  ENTOmOLOGIsT mANITObA AGRICULTURE

Larva (a), pupa (b) and adult (c) of the seven-spotted lady beetle (Coccinella septempunctata). 

BA C

This guide by John Gavloski is also available online —  
visit www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture and search for ‘beneficial insects’
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Rove beetles (staphylinidae)
875 species in Canada

Identification: Adult rove beetles are slender. They 
have short wings; three to six segments of the abdomen 
may not be covered by the wings. They often run fast, 
sometimes with the tip of their abdomen bent upward. 

What they eat: Most adults and larvae are preda-
ceous on insects, and a few are parasitic. Some species eat 
root maggot eggs and larvae. 

How much: Aleochara adults may consume up to 
five root maggot larvae per day. A pair may destroy 1,200 
eggs and 130 larvae, and parasitize several hundred 
pupae during their lifetime.

Identification: As adults, many species of hover flies 
resemble bees, but only have one pair of wings. Abdo-
men usually has black and yellow stripes. Adults often 
hover over flowers. Larvae are often green or brown and 
tapered towards the head. 

What they eat: Larvae eat aphids and small caterpillars. 
How much: A single larva may consume up to 400 

aphids during development, depending on species. 
Adults feed on pollen and nectar and can be very effec-
tive as pollinators.

Hover fly larva (a), Hover fly adult (b), Larva of stiletto fly (c).

Predaceous flies
There are many groups of flies that are predators of other insects. For some groups the larvae are predaceous, while 
in others the adults may be predaceous. These are two groups of predaceous flies: hover flies (about 500 species in 
Canada) and stiletto flies. Other predaceous species of flies include bee flies (Bombyliidae), robber flies (Asilidae) and 
long-legged flies (Dolichopodidae). 

True bugs (HeTeroPTera)
There is a suborder of insects referred to as true bugs, where the basal part of the forewings are leathery and the tips are 
membraneous. Some types of true bugs prey only on other insects, some will feed on both other insects and plant sap, 
and some only on plant sap. Families of true bugs that feed primarily on other insects include minute pirate bugs, dam-
sel bugs, assassin bugs, and ambush bugs. Although many species of stink bugs feed on plant sap, there are some species 
that are predaceous. 

Continued on page 42

BA C
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Adult damsel bug Minute pirate bug 

Minute pirate bugs (anthocoridae)
41 species in Canada

Identification: Adults are oval, black with white 
markings; 3-5 mm. Nymphs are orange to brown. 

What they eat: Insect eggs, small caterpillars, thrips, 
mites, and aphids. 

daMsel bugs (nabidae) 
12 species in Canada

Identification: Long and slender. Enlarged front legs. 
What they eat: Aphids, moth eggs, small caterpillars 

(including European corn borer and corn earworm), 
leafhoppers, mites, lygus bug nymphs. Damsel bugs can 
be important predators of diamondback moth. The 
toxin used by damsel bugs to subdue their prey will kill, 
even if the prey is not eaten.

Predacious stink bug (Apateticus sp.) Predacious stink bug (Perillus sp.)

Predacious stink bugs (Pentatomidae: subfamily asoPinae)
Although many species of stink bugs feed on plant sap, there is a subfamily called Asopinae which are predaceous. 
Some of these predaceous stink bugs can be of importance agriculturally. For example, a species known as the spined 
soldier bug (Podisus maculiventris) is known to prey on larvae of diamondback moth, European corn borer, imported 
cabbageworm and Colorado potato beetle. The two-spotted stink bug (Perillus bioculatus) feeds on all stages of the 
Colorado potato beetle and larvae of sunflower beetles.
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Lacewing larva eating aphidAdult of green lacewing

Green lacewinGs (chrysopidae)
About 25 species in Canada

Identification: Adults are green, with wing veins that 
look like netting, and have gold eyes. Larvae are alliga-
tor-like in general shape (similar to lady beetle larvae), 
cream-coloured with brown markings and sickle-shaped 
mandibles.

What they eat: Aphids, thrips, and mites; eggs of 
many insects (including leafhoppers, diamondback 
moth, and Colorado potato beetle); small caterpillars, 
and beetle larvae (including larvae of Colorado potato 
beetles); diamondback moth larvae and cocoons.

How much: Developing lacewing larvae eat from 100 
to 600 aphids.

SpiderS (ClaSS: araChnida; order: araneida)
Generalist predators. Prey ranges from mites and aphids to moths, flies, and beetles.

There are at least 483 species of spiders in Manitoba. Forty-seven species of spiders were caught in a study of the 
diversity and abundance of spiders in a wheat field and its grassy borders in Saskatchewan. 

Crab spider (light yellow on flower) eating fly. Continued on page 44

beneficial insects
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Parasitoids of Potential Pest insects
Insects that parasitize and kill other insects are called parasitoids. In their immature stages these parasitoids live in 
or on the body of another insect (the host), but they are free-living as adults. Many of the parasitoids of insects in 
Manitoba are either wasps or flies. Parasitic wasps do have what looks like a stinger, but they use this to lay eggs in the 
insects that they are parasitizing, and will not sting people. 

Parasitic wasPs
Some of the more common groups include Ichneumonids (about 2,000 species in Canada), Braconids (about 830 spe-
cies in Canada) and Pteromalidae (about 110 species in Canada).  CG

Ichneumonide

Parasitoids Important in Managing Potential Crop Pests in Manitoba

ParasItoIds Major CroP feedIng InseCt host or Prey 

Macroglenes penetrans (Pteromalidae) Wheat midge 

Glypta prognatha (Ichneumonidae) Banded sunflower moth 

Diadegma insulare (Ichneumonidae) Diamondback moth 

Microplitis plutellae (Braconidae) Diamondback moth 

Banchus flavescens (Ichneumonidae) Bertha armyworm 

Pediobius eubius (Eulophidae) Hessian fly 

Platygaster hiemalis (Platygasteridae) Hessian fly 

Aphidius ervi (Aphidiidae) Aphids 

Aphidius smithi (Aphidiidae) Aphids 

fly Parasitoids Important in Managing Potential Crop Pests in Manitoba

ParasItoId Major CroP feedIng InseCt host or Prey 

Athrycia cinerea (Tachinidae – Tachinid flies) Bertha armyworm, etc. 

Villa spp. (Bombyliidae – Bee flies) Cutworms 

Blaesoxipha atlanis (Sarcopgagidae – Flesh flies) Grasshoppers
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SOIL HEALTH OPPORTUNITIES

H
ealthy soil is highly productive 
even under adverse conditions. 
The very best soil managers in 

Canada and the USA are using practices 
that we should pay attention to. They 
address problems – not symptoms – and 
they see opportunities where others 
see nothing. We can learn from their 
experience.

For instance, they recognize that 
WATER – too much or too little – is the 
fi rst limiting factor in crop production. 
They use stubble, crop residue and 
minimal soil disturbance for moisture 
conservation.  Cover crops are used to 
increase or decrease moisture at planting 
time. Soil aggregation is improved to 
increase water infi ltration and storage. 
In humid regions, sub-surface drainage 
is used to manage root zone moisture. 
When sub-surface drainage is combined 
with sub-surface drip irrigation a near 
perfect growth environment is possible.

SOIL AGGREGATE  
PROTECTION AND 
DEVELOPMENT is recognized as the 
ultimate objective in soil management. 
The result is stable soil that resists 
water and wind erosion, has some 
tolerance to compaction, allows good 
water infi ltration and storage, and has a 
healthy air-to-water environment in the 

root zone. Aggregates are formed over 
long periods of  time when mycorrhizal 
fungi exudate glomalin, that binds 
organic matter to soil minerals. This 
mimics what we fi nd in a natural 
environment and aggregation is 
recognized as the best measurement of  
soil health. Tillage destroys aggregates.

CROP ROTATION (three or 
more crops with a crop change every 
year) produces the highest returns 
through a crop cycle – typically, 5 to 
20 per cent higher than a two-crop 
cycle. A longer rotation contributes 
to increased soil biota and soil health. 
The addition of  cover crops will 
increase organic matter and further 
improve soil health. This is particularly 
helpful in improving degraded soil.

SOIL COMPACTION 
management is a priority. Controlled 
wheel traffi  c concentrates deep 
compaction to improve crop root 
growth and water infi ltration in 
non-traffi  cked soil. Large healthy roots 
can retrieve more nutrients and access 
more water during dry weather. GPS 
allows permanent wheel pathways.

PRECISION MANAGEMENT 
is used to reduce soil variability – not to 
accommodate it. They use precision data 
to identify soil depositional areas from 

which topsoil can be removed and placed 
on eroded areas. This increases the 
overall average yield on a fi eld. The soil 
is then managed so it does not re-erode. 
In tillage-based systems, variable-rate 
application of  crop products results 
in expanding low yield areas.

NUTRIENT is managed for 
maximum effi  ciency. N, P and K are 
placed in the soil and application is 
timed to get maximum use effi  ciency. 
Healthy, well-aggregated soil is populated 
with mycorrhizal fungi that contribute 
to nutrient retrieval, particularly 
phosphorus. Large healthy root systems 
require less commercial fertilizer. 

Some form of NO-TILL is used 
to protect soil aggregates, organic 
matter and biota. Tillage is recognized 
as the dominant cause of  erosion 
on complex topography and by 
destroying soil aggregates becomes 
the primary contributor to water and 
wind erosion, and compaction.

 Clearly, soil health is dependent 
on water management, soil aggregate 
protection, wise crop choices, 
compaction management and smart use 
of  precision soil and crop management. 
Leading land managers are proving this 
as they are building soil while achieving 
some of  the highest recorded yields.

National Soil Conservation Week
April 16 – 22, 2017
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W
hat do shelterbelts, pivot corners and 
field margins have in common? No, 
they’re not unprofitable or “wasted” 
areas. As natural habitats for beneficial 

insects, including pollinators and predators of crop 
pests, those non-cropped areas may be worth their 
square footage in gold.

Alejandro Costamagna, an assistant professor in the 
University of Manitoba’s department of entomology, 
says those areas are a home for good bugs that can con-
trol the bad ones and save you money on insecticides.

Costamagna presented some of his research findings 
at the Manitoba Agronomists’ Conference last December, 
and he is at work on a publication looking at natural 
habitats near production areas in Manitoba.

“In annual cropping systems there is a portion of the 
year where beneficials have absolutely no cover, so it’s 
hard for them to survive in those environments,” he says.

When annual crops are harvested or senescing 
(starting to die), predators and pollinators have to look 
for resources elsewhere. For these insects, the presence 
of nearby natural or semi-natural habitats can mean 

life or death — and therefore a spot to reproduce for 
next season.

When it comes to particular crop pests such as soy-
bean aphid, it also matters which crops are planted near 
soybean fields.

Costamagna’s study, conducted with his graduate 
student Ishan Samaranayake, looks at the effect of differ-
ent crop types on soybean aphid populations and their 
control by natural predators such as lady beetles.

“What Ishan found was that the amount of cereals 
in the landscape was what best predicted soybean aphid 
control,” Costamagna says.

Cereals harbour lady beetles
Most cereals are not sprayed with insecticides, which 
means cereal acres allow both aphids and lady bee-
tles to survive during the growing season. Aphids only 
become a problem for soybeans when cereal crops start 
to senesce and the insects have to look elsewhere for 
food. But if lady beetles have been given a fair chance, 
they will naturally keep aphid populations in check.

“We’re really interested in whether there are cer-

Give your insect  
friends a home

crops Guide

Leaving some non-crop areas with a diverse range of perennial 
vegetation can save you money on insecticide

By Julienne isaacs

General Mills is 

offering free 

flower seed to 

conservation-
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tain combinations of crops that provide 
better opportunities for beneficials to find 
resources throughout the year,” says Costa-
magna. “Having cereal crops in the area 
provides resources for predators, which pro-
vides benefits later on for soybeans.”

Costamagna hesitates to make many 
specific recommendations yet, due to the 
limited data from the study, but the goal of 
his research is to determine what good habi-
tats should look like in order to help pro-
ducers design landscapes that reduce pest 
problems. For example, how much unculti-
vated area is needed, and how close should 
it be to annual crops?

Already, however, Costamagna does say 
it’s clear that it’s good to leave as many uncul-
tivated areas as possible (i.e. wooded areas, 
fencerows and field margins) to provide year-
round habitats for beneficial insects.

“We only talk about pests when some 
of our activities disrupt beneficials in a way 
that they can no longer control them,” he 
says. “The natural pest control services that 
we have are pretty good, even in the harsh 
conditions we impose — spraying herbi-
cides and tilling and harvesting. I’m hopeful 
that if we start giving beneficial insects bet-
ter habitats, we can still see improvements.”

Protecting Pollinators
Several Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 
(AAFC) projects are underway in the Prai-
ries, looking at the impacts of landscape 
features on pollinator habitats.

Laura Poppy, a researcher at AAFC’s 
Indian Head research station, is a partner 
on a new project looking at the diversity, 
role and structure of field boundary habi-
tats, specifically non-cropped areas such as 
native hedgerows and planted shelterbelts. 
Researchers will record data on benefi-
cial insects as well as microbes, birds, soil 
moisture, weeds, nutrients and yield.

After two years of data collection, the 
researchers will analyze the data from a bio-
economic perspective to add up the eco-
nomic and environmental benefits of these 
non-cropped areas for agricultural systems.

Poppy is also assisting a Manitoba-
based project led by AAFC biologist Mela-
nie Dubois, which aims to provide best 
management practices (BMPs) for habitat 
design and maintenance.

Over three years, Dubois will look at 
36 sites owned by producer co-operators 
in western Manitoba, analyzing field 
usage by pollinators and recording species 
of native bees.

“If you go 400 metres into a quarter 
section, how many pollinators will you 
find there?” Dubois asks. “We’re expect-
ing to see a decay rate — more pollinators 
closer to field margins than in the interior 
of the field. In areas with lots of cultiva-
tion and few natural areas, you’ll have 
reduced populations of native pollinators. 
That can be limiting when you’re growing 
crops like canola.”

Dubois’ tool for assessing habitats was 
developed by the U.S.-based Xerces Soci-
ety. It looks at landscape features and the 
percentage of natural or semi-natural veg-
etation within a kilometre of the sampling 
site, as well as at the “farmscape” scale, 
within 500 metres of the sampling site.

“The magic number is about 30 per 
cent of natural cover to have a healthy, 
functioning pollinator population,” says 
Dubois.

The assessment tool also takes into 
account foraging habitat, or the percent-
age of pollinator-friendly trees and flowers 
in the area, plus nesting habitat and farm 
management practices.

Dubois aims to draft a list of recom-
mendations within three years, and hopes 
land managers, conservation districts, 
NGOs and provincial organizations will 
initiate programs to help producers adopt 
pollinator BMPs.

She says protecting habitats is about 
“stacking benefits” — for pollinators, but 
also for the wider environment, as well as 
farm efficiency.

“We want people to look at their farms 
differently,” she says. “It’s not about taking 
areas out of production but asking how 
you can tweak them to provide habitats. 
There is a lot of flexibility.”

Dubois says there are promising new 
resources for producers interested in 
designing farm landscapes with pollinator 
habitat in mind. She points to a new $4 
million dollar initiative led by Xerces and 
General Mills. It  aims to plant up to 2,000 
acres of pollinator habitat in Manitoba.

“They will plant native flowers, inter-
seed legumes into pastures, plant flowering 
shelterbelts and annual flowering cover 
crops,” says Dubois. “They’ll pay for the 
seed and work with the producer on site 
establishment and technical support.”

Interested oat producers should contact 
Tom Rabaey at Tom.Rabaey@genmills.com 
or Jim Eckberg at Jim.Eckberg@xerces.org 
or call 1-651-491-8504 for more informa-
tion.  CG
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Having cereal 
crops in the 

area provides 
resources for 
predators, which 
provides benefits 
later on for 
soybeans.”

Alejandro Costamagna,  
University of Manitoba

How far do predator insects from native 

habitat move into neighbouring cropland? 

AAFC biologist Melanie Dubois is part of a 

project to find out.
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A
s more innovative uses for pulses are 
explored in response to global demand for 
healthier food products, Canadian pulse 
producers may look forward to increasing 

demand for their crops.
Together with Warburtons, the U.K.’s largest bakery 

brand, the Canadian International Grains Institute is 
undertaking its most comprehensive investigation into 
quality characteristics and functionality of pulses and 
pulse flours as ingredients in baked products, says Ashok 
Sarkar, senior adviser in technology at Cigi.

“Improving on common wheat-based food products 
by adding pulse ingredients — which are high in protein 
and fibre — or using them to create new products can 
open the door to greater demand for pulses and more 
opportunities for food processors,” he says.

Elaine Sopiwnyk, Cigi’s director of grain quality, adds 
that there are some positive aspects to combining pulses 
with wheat in food products. “They are complementary 
to wheat in terms of amino acids, so when you combine 
them you have a full or balanced protein.”

The three-year research project, which focuses on 
yellow peas, navy beans, red lentils and chickpeas, adds 
to the work Cigi has undertaken over the past decade in 
collaboration with pulse growers and industry on the 
functionality and application of pulse flours. It reflects 
growing consumer demand for new and innovative bak-
ery products, Sarkar says.

“We know a lot about wheat but not as much about 
pulses as ingredients so we want to learn more. Pulses 
are very new in that respect. We have started looking 
at the impact of storage time and particle size on pulse 
quality and flavour when they are used in baking or for 
other end-products. This is a more structured study that 
includes components such as a G X E (genotype versus 
environment) study of pulses, pre- and post-milling 
treatments of pulses and how this all affects the final 
product with respect to flavour, functionality and end-
product quality.

“From beginning to end we’re mapping everything 
out,” he says, noting that the information will be com-
piled into a database and made available to industry. 

“We’ll know the raw material profile, the processing 
profile, and specifications of the flour. The information 
coming out of this research will help guide us and estab-
lish some standard specifications for pulse flour that will 
be suitable for baking applications.”

New warburtoNs products
Working with Warburtons also helps bring the informa-
tion to commercial reality, Sarkar says. Warburtons has 
worked closely with Cigi for a number of years on an 
annual harvest analysis and end-use evaluation of Cana-
dian wheat varieties the company contracts for use in its 
baked products.

“Pulses are a great way to create a product with high 
protein and fibre,” says Adam Dyck, Warburtons pro-
gram manager (Canada). Last September, the 140-year-
old family-owned company launched four different new 
protein bread products containing pulse ingredients. 
He notes that Warburtons developed the products in 
response to increasing consumer demand for healthier 
foods. All of the pulse flours used are from crops grown 
and processed in Canada.

Dyck says that although the addition of pulses can 
present challenges in baked goods, he is pleased with 
the final quality of the new products. “We successfully 
increased the levels of protein and fibre with pulse ingre-
dients while maintaining Warburtons’ superior quality 
that makes it the top-selling bakery brand in the U.K.”

In addition to in-kind support and funding for a 
pilot-scale fermentation tank at Cigi from Warburtons, 
Saskatchewan Pulse Growers provided $1.8 million for 
the project last year. Funds were also allocated from 
the governments of Canada and Manitoba through the 
Grain Innovation Hub, and from the Western Grains 
Research Foundation and Manitoba Pulse & Soybean 
Growers. Some research activity is also being carried out 
at the universities of Manitoba and Saskatchewan and at 
Warburtons’ facilities in the U.K. in support of the work 
at Cigi.  CG

By EllEn Goodman  /  CIGI

A complete protein package
Bringing wheat and pulses together for healthier  
baked products — a formula for new opportunities

crops Guide

A bread sample made with regular wheat flour (l) and 

yellow pea flour combined with wheat flour (r).
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The many bene� ts of 
advanced grazing principles

Researchers are � nding a wider value for 
the use of forages and improved grazing 
management as ruminants have a great 
potential to reduce many negative 
impacts of agriculture. One such practice 
is adaptive multi-paddock grazing, a 
practice that uses high-density mob 
grazing with shorter grazing periods and 
longer recovery periods.

“Adaptive multi-paddock grazing is 
basically rotational grazing but with 
extra bene� ts,” says Dr. Richard Teague, 
a range ecologist with Texas A&M 
AgriLife Research. “Animals have better 
performance, soil health is markedly 
improved facilitating improved forage 
production.”

The actual lengths of the shorter grazing 
periods and longer recovery periods can’t 
be formulated in advance as weather is 
always changing and decisions have to 
be made as conditions change. That’s 
what makes the adaptive part of the 
practice critical.

“You have to look at what’s happening, 
particularly with the plants,” says Teague. 
“You adapt based on what the plant is 
doing. You need to keep the plants in 
the vegetative phase without going into 
the reproductive phase and you need to 
leave enough so they grow quickly but 
don’t grow to the reproductive phase 
before you graze again.”

By Trudy Kelly Forsythe

To do that, Teague says producers need 
to develop a grazing plan for normal 
conditions, but be ready to adapt if 
conditions change. “For example, if it’s 
wet and the plants grow more quickly 
than anticipated they can’t stick to the 
original plan,” says Teague. “They may 
need to only graze a portion of the land 
area and make hay or silage from the 
rest so they are always grazing in a good 
vegetative state.”

BACKED BY RESEARCH
Teague’s research has involved working 
with producers in Saskatchewan and 
North Dakota who do not use inorganics 
and pesticide inputs because they 
negatively a� ect soil microorganisms 
that determine 90 per cent of how 
ecosystems function. If the function of 
the soil micro-organisms is impaired, 
for example, it damages soil structure 
that a� ects in� ltration rate, and water 
holding capacity as well as soil fertility all 
of which a� ects productivity.

“One of major things for healthier 
microbiology is to have multiple species 
in a pasture,” says Teague. “This increases 
the number of bacterial and fungal 
species in the soil which adds resilience, 
productivity and functionality to the soil.”

Over a decade, producers in 
Saskatchewan and North Dakota 
increased organic matter from less than 

one per cent to 10 to 12 per cent in 

an area with 16 inches of rainfall. This 

resulted in in� ltration rates increasing 

from less than one inch per hour to over 

eight inches per hour with dramatic 

improvement in productivity.

Teague stresses that to see improvement 

on in� ltration, it’s important not to use 

chemicals or pesticides because they 

kill bene� cial fungi, microorganisms and 

insects that create good soil structure 

and allow for better in� ltration.

These researchers are also looking at 

larger regional rami� cations, including 

mitigating � ooding; providing better, 

and longer, water storage; and improving 

watershed function. “Research in a 

north Texas watershed indicated 46 per 

cent less runo�  with good improved 

soil health provided by good multi-

paddock grazing management, as well 

as improved soil nutrient and water 

retention,” says Teague.

HEAR TEAGUE SPEAK
Teague will speak more about advanced 

grazing practices and their impact on 

soil health, carbon storage and producer 

pro� tability at the Canadian Forage 

and Grassland Association’s annual 

conference in Guelph, Ontario, Nov. 14 

to 16.
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I
t’s become a predictable pattern. Statistics Can-
ada releases a crop estimate. Reporters call 
traders and analysts for reaction, who inevita-
bly say it’s either too high or too low.

That reflects a general dissatisfaction with 
StatsCan’s time-consuming system of contacting 
10,000 farmers to ask how their crop is doing.

Replacing a survey-based crop report with tech-
nology-sourced data might be a step in the right 
direction, but a disgruntled grain trade insists more 
still needs to be done if the agency and its crop esti-
mates is to regain credibility.

“My only thought is, any improvement in their 
forecasting would be appreciated,” says Errol Ander-
son, president of ProMarket Communications in 
Calgary. “If they’re trying different methods, that’s 
excellent, because the way it is, improvements are 
needed. We do need better information.”

In 2015, Statistics Canada produced its first mod-
elled yield estimates as a supplemental release in 
advance of the September farm survey, and model-
based principal field crop estimates replaced the 
survey in September last year.

Tony Tryhuk, branch manager of RBC Dominion 
Securities’ commodity futures trading division, says 
this is a step in the right direction.

“Eliminating bias from the equation must lend 
itself to greater accuracy,” says Tryhuk. “While acre-
age estimates and seeding intentions must continue 
to be survey-based, production reports will benefit 
greatly from more scientific inputs.”

Neil Townsend, senior market analyst at Farm-
Link Marketing Solutions, says farmers are tired of 
participating in the surveys, so anything that lowers 
that burden is an improvement.

“I do think the model-based report eases the bur-
den on farmers at a busy time,” agrees Cargill market 
analyst David Reimann.

Not a siNgle solutioN
No one, however, views the technology as any kind 
of panacea.

Townsend says many who made early use of satel-
lite data have backed off their initial claims that such 
technology alone could provide accurate measure-
ments, and have since used it to augment their find-
ings on the ground.

Besides, he says, if satellite data had mixed success 
in the U.S., where acreage is dominated by soybeans 
and corn, what are the chances it will be more suc-
cessful in Western Canada, where crop diversity is 
much greater.

“The satellite way of doing it doesn’t have enough 
of a track record,” adds Greg Kostal, president of 
Kostal Ag Consulting. “Suspect imagery and predict-
ability is radically different between crop types.”

Reimann says data suggests the model-based 

How’s the crop?
That’s the question that StatsCanada asks 
10,000 farmers, but increasingly, the grain 
trade doesn’t believe the answers

crops Guide

This satellite-gathered image shows the raw Normalized Difference Vegetation 

Index (NDVI) for Western Canada on July 25, 2016. 

The raw data by itself in the other image does not indicate crop condition — there 

needs to be a basis for comparison. This image shows the NDVI compared to the 

1987-2015 average.

By RichaRd Kamchen

Source: Statistics Canada, Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2016



information is accurate relative to typical 
farm survey results for that time of year, but 
adds those figures are usually not the best 
indicators of the final results anyway.

“I believe there is a place for this type 
of data use,” Reimann says. “In the future, 
maybe we will combine satellite data with 
farm survey results.”

How it works
About five years ago, Statistics Canada 
underwent a complete program review.

“We went through all the surveys and 
asked ourselves, ‘Are there other ways we 
can produce the same estimates without 
having to do it the traditional way, like 
contacting people?’ That’s when we started 
to work on the pilot project in trying to 
estimate the yields with satellite imagery,” 
says Frederic Bedard, Statistics Canada’s 
remote sensing and geomatics senior ana-
lyst.

The yield estimates are based on a 
model that incorporates satellite and cli-
mate data, as well as historical data from 
Statistics Canada’s field crop reporting 
series. The production estimates are cal-
culated by multiplying the model-based 
yields times the reported harvested area 
from the July farm survey.

“We use satellite data from May to 
August, and we have a longtime series of 
satellite images that are comparable and 
that go back to 1987, so that’s 30 years of 
data,” says Bedard.

Some crops will mature earlier or later 
in the year depending on the crop type 
and province, so Statistics Canada extracts 
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index 
(NDVI) data for a four- or five-month 
period, and the modelling software deter-
mines which period correlates best with 
the yield.

NDVI is a picture of the ground. It 
indicates the amount, density and health of 
the vegetation.

Generally, more vegetation equals 
higher yields. That rule, however, didn’t 
work as well in the case of corn in par-
ticular, so climate data was added to the 
equation.

For the same May to August period, 
Statistics Canada incorporates climate sta-
tion data from Environment Canada and 
the provinces. This data includes variables 
such as the number of heat units, total pre-
cipitation and stress index.

Statistics Canada’s historical crop report 
survey data is added to the mix.

“In total, there are 60 or 70 different 
variables that are available for the model-
ling,” says Bedard. “And then the modelling 
software selects up to five of the variables 
that correlate the best with the yield.”

There’s one model built for each agri-
culture region — Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
Manitoba, Ontario and Quebec — and 
then the data is aggregated at the province 
level for publication.

$150,000 saved
The model methodology allows for accu-
racy equal to the traditional interviews, 
Bedard says. The difference is eliminat-
ing 10,000 phone surveys, which reduces 
the burden on farmers and saves about 
$150,000 in interview costs, while also pro-
ducing results about two weeks earlier.

The September report was the ideal one 
to replace with modelling as crops mature 
late July/early August in most of the country, 
Bedard says. Also, it gives Statistics Canada 
the July 31 estimates to compare to. 

“The yields produced by the model are 
produced independently. They don’t need 
to match the July estimates perfectly, but 
we do look at them,” says Bedard. “If we 
do find a large deviation, we investigate to 
ensure it’s not an error. But it helps to have 
an initial estimate from another source.”

For now, the September phone survey is 
the only one that’s being completely elimi-
nated, and modelling will be used again for 
September 2017. Replacing any other reports 
would require more research, which isn’t 
currently planned.

“I’m sure we’re going to try to see if other 
surveys can be eliminated, but for now at 
least, there’s no plans for 2017. But there’s 
always a bit of investigation that is done to 
try to fulfill this objective.”

Credibility gap
For several years, Statistics Canada has taken 
a hit from the grain trade for the accuracy of 
its crop reports .

“I just find it frustrating when the mar-
ket says ‘irrelevant’ 10 minutes after it’s 
released. That means something’s wrong,” 
says Anderson.

“You can look at the canola estimates and 
see how far off they’ve been several times, 
and then they do a big adjustment several 
years later,” adds Townsend. “I would say in 

general in Canada, we need to increase the 
relevancy of our statistical estimates.”

Kostal says although Statistics Canada’s 
figures are used as a tool in price discovery, 
they’re nevertheless subject to the trade’s 
perception of their accuracy. Like a weather 
forecaster’s or market analyst’s opinion, 
they’re right just enough to be respected, but 
also just wrong enough to not be exclusively 
relied upon.

Statistics Canada has become the scape-
goat for inaccurate crop estimates thanks to 
“less than forthright inputs,” Tryhuk says.

“Data output being only as good as the 
input source, we have witnessed too many 
significant corrections in future production 
and acreage reports to have faith in the initial 
releases,” he adds. “Even the 2016 satellite 
data showed one-million-tonne higher pro-
duction than the survey-based numbers col-
lected a few weeks earlier.”

In its production estimates as of July 31, 
Statistics Canada pegged 2016 canola out-
put at 17.0 million tonnes. Despite dete-
riorating Prairie growing conditions, that 
number climbed to 18.3 million tonnes as 
of August 31.

sHrinking sample size
Townsend believes surveys have also become 
less effective with farm concentration.

“The risk is if the sample size goes down, 
the accuracy goes down too.”

Nevertheless, Townsend doesn’t think 
Statistics Canada could boost its accuracy by 
eliminating phone surveys.

People on the ground instead of phone 
banks, however, could glean additional 
knowledge, Townsend and Anderson say.

“StatsCan, it’s more a telephone survey. 
That’s weakness in itself,” says Anderson, 
who notes USDA has far more resources, 
including crop scouts. “And USDA also has 
the backup of the ProFarmer tour… they 
obviously spend a lot more money.”

The ProFarmer tour is a four-day event 
with crop scouts collecting samples from 
across the U.S. Midwest and meeting to pre-
pare a crop estimate.

By contrast to Statistics Canada, USDA 
has established itself as the industry’s bench-
mark, experts say.

“Once USDA puts out the final number, 
nobody really disputes that. Maybe we were 
there 10, 15 years ago at StatsCan, but I’m 
not sure we’re there right now,” Townsend 
says.  CG
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O
n November 1 last year, when Martin and 
Teresa Van Raay’s 100-foot-tall steel silo 
smashed to the ground, it set off a flurry of 
activity that involved their suppliers, friends 

and fellow farmers.
In the end, it reinforced their faith in their communi-

ty’s ability to come together at a time of crisis, but that’s 
not to say they didn’t learn some lessons and generate 
some suggestions for their fellow farmers.

The Van Raays farm hogs and garlic with their sons 
Dean and Philip near Dashwood in Ontario’s Huron 
County, and the big blue silo had towered over their large 
finishing barn at a farm just south of Hwy. 83 for years.

It turns out it was the driver of their whey delivery 
truck who was the first to notice that the silo was leaning, 
with sheets of steel on one side crumpling like an accor-
dion. That led to a 12-hour vigil as the Van Raays worried 
about the short- and long-term ramifications for the 3,500 
pigs in the barn, their business, and the safety of people.

There were a lot of questions, says Dean. “Which way 
was it going to fall? How long was it going to be? What 
problems were we going to have to solve if it came down 

By John GreiG  /  CG FIELD EDITOR

Collapse!
This silo collapse raises the 
question: Do you know what 
your first step would be in the 
event of major building failure?

crops Guide

Know your insurance company. 

They need to give the go-ahead 

to take a lot of the actions in 

managing the collapsing silo 

and disposing of contents.

Make a list of contractors you’ll 

need to contact in case of 

emergency. Think of resources 

that aren’t normally part of 

your emergency contacts.

Do you know where to call for 

a grain vacuum in your area? 

“Our community has those services 

around, but nobody thinks about it 

until they are needed,” says Teresa.

Keep your important contractors 

close. Some day you might need 

them, especially electricians, water 

well experts and engineers.

Let your local fire department 

know what is going on, even if 

you don’t need them right away. 

(Philip is on the local volunteer 

department and called the chief.)

Alway make sure your 

volunteer helpers are safe.

Don’t forget to feed your help 

and make them stop to eat. Dean 

recounts a story about boxes 

of pizza sitting uneaten until he 

carried them around to the workers 

and made them take some.

Remember to live life. The Van 

Raays said that they appreciated 

friends who took them out for 

dinner one evening and gave 

them a chance to get away 

from the overwhelming work 

around the silo collapse.

How to prepare for a silo collapse



on the barn? What about the pigs? What about 
power? What’s going to be the new plan?”

Silos are stoic fixtures on farms. They are 
no longer as popular an option for storage, 
however, and as a result many are getting 
older. They have been known to come down, 
especially the steel silos.

Thankfully, the silo came down early in 
the morning, while no one was around and 
it came down away from the barn, catching 
only the feed room, which was destroyed. 
No pigs were harmed and the barn itself was 
undamaged. The pigs could be fed and cared 
for, although getting in feed was an immedi-
ate challenge.

“You were kind of relieved it fell, but not 
really,” says Teresa.

The sight of 1,500 tonnes of corn on 
the ground was daunting. Once the silo was 
down, the hard work began and the commu-
nity jumped in to help.

“It was a disaster,” says Martin. “But peo-
ple calm down and get things done.”

Before 7 a.m., they had plans in place 
and neighbours soon arrived with loaders, 
trucks, wagons, grain vacuums and shovels 
to clean up the corn.

“We were not afraid to take help and it 
did work like clockwork,” says Teresa. The 
friends who responded were farmers, so they 
knew how to work the equipment and how 
to run the cleanup.

The Van Raays also had some good for-
tune on their side. There were no gas leaks or 
explosions. Power wasn’t severed, although 
they had to shut off water due to a leak.

The weather also held for three days 

after and allowed them to salvage a lot of 
the corn. The high-moisture corn was only 
recently harvested and put into the silo, so 
they were able to ship it to Hensall District 
Co-operative and Ondrejicka Elevators for 
drying and storage. Damaged corn ended up 
in a friend’s biogas digester.

One of the biggest challenges was how 
to get feed to the pigs. It meant the quick 
ordering and delivery of a storage tank. Their 
feed company Wallenstein Feed was on call 
to deliver them whatever feed was needed as 
soon as the new storage tank was up. They 
are currently using a complete feed with the 
destruction of the silo and the feed room. 
They didn’t lose one pig during this time.

Dean says the industry could look at 
some sort of emergency response line for 
such emergencies, where farmers could 
find the numbers they can call for certain 
resources.

Months later, the Van Raays are continu-
ing to farm and looking to the future, but 
with grateful thoughts for the way their 
family and community responded to their 
emergency.

“We are blessed,” says Teresa.  CG
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How are silos 
insured?
The Van Raays were surprised 
how little of their silo collapse was 
covered by their insurance policy.

Structural collapse is not usually 
covered by policies, although 
the contents will be covered.

Think of it like your tractor motor. 
If the motor fails after a normal 
amount of use, then it is not covered 
by any type of insurance policy.

It’s important that farmers have 
a good look at their policy, says 
Sue Baker, manager of insurance 
services with the Ontario Mutual 
Insurance Association (OMIA).

“Is it listed on the declarations page?” 
she asks. “There is some variance 
in how they lay out the products, 
and potentially some variety.”

Peter Maurer, an independent 
insurance adjuster handling the 
Van Raays’ claim for Usborne & 
Hibbert Mutual Fire Insurance Co., 
says that a broker might find an 
insurer in a city willing to cover silo 
collapse for a substantial premium, 
but few of those familiar with rural 
areas will do so, including farm 
mutual insurance companies.

In the case of blue steel silos, 
Maurer says, “there’s not any 
company that will give you collapse 
coverage if they’re being prudent.”

There may be some other ways to 
cover some risks on silos, such as snow 
load, but structural failure won’t likely 
be one of them, Maurer says, although 
he adds “There is always someone 
willing to insure. The amount of the 
premium, however, is also an issue.”



British Columbia
•  Apr. 30-May 5: Seasonable to cool. Fair, apart from 

rain on two or three days, mixed with snow/frost at 
higher levels. Blustery. 

•  May 6-13: Sunny but expect heavier rain on a couple 
of days. Highs in the teens, except 20s Interior. Inland 
frost pockets.   

•  May 14-20: Brisk winds. Changeable temperatures. 
Sunshine alternates with scattered shower activity. 
Some snow/frost north.

•  May 21-27: Pleasant but with heavier hit-and-miss 
showers. Highs often in the 20s south; teens north 
and coast.

•  May 28-June 3: Sunshine and warmer temperatures 
interchange with showers. Chance heavy  rain, gusty 
winds at times. 

•  June 4-10: Seasonable to warm most days but cooler, 
blustery winds bring heavier showers on two or three 
occasions.  

Alberta
•  Apr. 30-May 5: Conditions fluctuate from mild and 

dry to wet and cool. Blustery. Scattered rain, chance 
of snow.

•  May 6-13: Changeable with highs often in the teens. 
Warmer windy days set off showers, chance thun-
derstorms. Frost/snow in places.

•  May 14-20: Seasonable and sunny but heavier rain, 
gusty on a couple of days. Chance of snow and frost 
at a few localities.

•  May 21-27: Pleasant but with scattered showers 
or thunderstorms, sometimes heavy. Windy. Risk of 
frost/snow in places. 

•  May 28-June 3: Sunny apart from passing showers 
or thunderstorms on two or three days. Seasonable 
to cool. Occasionally windy.

•  June 4-10: Pleasant, seasonable aside from periodic 
showers and heavy thunderstorms on a couple of 
occasions. Breezy.

Saskatchewan
•  Apr. 30-May 5: Sunshine interchanges with rain. 

Chance of snow. Windy. Seasonable to cool. Frost 
in a few areas.

•  May 6-13: Milder but cooler; gusty outbreaks bring 
rain and risk of frost. Periodic snow/frost central 
and north.  

•  May 14-20: Seasonable except a few lows near zero. 
Sunny aside from heavier rain, windy on a couple of 
days. Slight risk of snow.    

•  May 21-27: Sunshine alternates with showers and 
thunderstorms. Warm to cool with a risk of frost. 
Blustery at times. 

•  May 28-June 3: Sunny and warmer but cooler, windy 
on two or three days with heavier rain, thunderstorms. 
Cool, showery north.

•  June 4-10: Pleasant and warm days are interrupted 
by showers or heavier thunderstorms and cooler 
air on a couple of days.

Manitoba
•  Apr. 30-May 5: Sunny and often windy. Variable 

temperatures. Rain, chance of snow on a couple of 
days. Frost patches. 

•  May 6-13: Changeable. Blustery. Sunshine most 
days followed by showers. Frost risk. Snow/rain 
north.

•  May 14-20: Seasonable, windy. Some lows near zero. 
Sunny but heavier rain on one or two days. Chance 
snow/frost in places. 

•  May 21-27: Sunshine and warmth give way to a couple 
of days of showers and thunderstorms. Slight risk 
of frost. Blustery. 

•  May 28-June 3: Sunny and often warm but cooler 
outbreaks bring showers and thunderstorms, some 
possibly severe.

•  June 4-10: Sunny, windy along with passing showers 
and heavier thunderstorms. Seasonable to warm. 
Cooler, showery north.

National 
highlights
April 30 to June 10, 2017

Soil moisture and occasional 
heavy precipitation may 
cause seeding delays in many 
parts of Western Canada this 
spring. Several disturbances 
are expected to cross the 
area resulting in weather 
ranging from cool and frosty 
with some snow in early May, 
to warmer with periodic rain 
and thunderstorms after mid-
month. Meanwhile, a mild 
weather pattern is anticipated 
over the eastern half of 
Canada, bringing the 
likelihood of an early spring. 
Apart from a few wet spells, 
rainfall totals from western 
Ontario eastward to Quebec 
and the Atlantic provinces 
should average close to 
normal.
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April 30 - May - June 10, 2017

NEAR-NORMAL TEMPERATURES
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CropS GUIDE      weather

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

F amily businesses around the globe 
are discovering that collaborative 
guidance from multidisciplinary teams 

outperforms even the most highly specialized 
advice coming from advisors working in silos. 
As in any team, you want to dra�  the best in 
each � eld, put them together with a common 
objective and together they work their magic.

At CAFA’s Farm Updates, the 
multidisciplinary environment manifests the 
skills and experience that each advisor has to 
o� er, and powerful energy radiates from the 
conversations.

In Ottawa on March 23, CAFA held a 
Farm Succession Update sponsored by the Agri-
food Management Institute (AMI). Most of 
the people there were from the Ottawa vicinity 
and we were fortunate enough, with the help of 
Farm Management Canada, to have members 
from Calgary, Edmonton, Lacombe, Regina, 
Saskatoon, Winnipeg and even from Bristol in 
the U.K. there as well. � e passion for farming 
was why everyone gathered to learn more about 
farm transition and the mix of professional 
backgrounds and geographic regions added a 
depth to the day that was hard to beat!
All learned from presentations by:
•  AMI executive director Ashley Honsberger, 

who shared some interesting � ndings on the 
value and signi� cance of farm management;

•  Catherine McCorquodale, a lawyer with 
Monteith Ritsma Phillips, who had both legal 
and her own personal family experiences to 
share on farm transition conversations;

•  Donald Good, a lawyer with AGB Lawyers, 
shared some enlightening and downright scary 
court trials that resulted from poorly dra� ed 
legal documents;

•  Darrell Wade, Farm Life Financial, also shared 
his own personal story about how tragedy on 
his family farm changed everything;

•  Andrew Leach, also with Farm Life Financial, 
also shared his farm’s sad story and then 
gave the audience some valuable insight into 
working with millennial farm heirs;

•  Mike D’Alessandro, Park Place Financial, 
impressed everyone with his keen 

understanding of the bene� ts of the 
appropriate use of insurance as a valuable farm 
transition tool;

•  Roy Machaalany, Sicotte Guilbault Legal 
Services, explained the reasons behind and 
bene� ts of writing a Legacy Agreement;

•  Doug Forsyth, executive director of AAFC’s 
Strategic Policy Trade Division provided an 
update on Canada’s trade agreements;

•  Anne Van Delst of GGFL LLP Chartered 
Professional Accountants provided some in-
depth insight into farm ownership structures 
and how they a� ect farm transition;

• Je�  McAllister, Bonne� eld, explained how 
farm leaseback agreements prove a useful 
and valuable tool in many farm transfer and 
expansion instances.

CAFA’s Farm Updates series brings 
farm advisors together to learn from other 
professionals and each other and fosters a truly 
multidisciplinary team approach to providing 
advisory services to farm families and businesses.

Make a point of planning to attend CAFA’s 
next Farm Management Update being held 
collaboration with the Ontario Institute of 
Agrologists, June 8-9 in Woodstock, Ontario.

More information is 
available by contacting:

Liz Robertson, CAFA at 1-877-474-2871 or 
info@cafanet.com or by visiting the CAFA 
website www.cafanet.ca or Terry Kingsmill, 
P.Ag., OIA Registrar at 519-826-4226 or 
registrar@oia.on.ca or by visiting the OIA 

website at www.oia.on.ca

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. 

Two heads are better than one

CAFA MEMBERS ARE THE MOST VALUABLE 
AND TRUSTED FARM ADVISORS IN CANADA
June 8: Woodstock, ON: CAFA’s ever popular Farm Management Update. 
Details announced soon.



I
n February I was invited to tag along with a group 
of dealers and their customers as they paid a visit 
to telehandler manufacturer Merlo’s assembly plant 
just outside the historic old city of Cuneo, Italy.

When everyone had arrived, we stood on a balcony at 
the plant and watched several telehandlers go through a 
well-rehearsed routine, with drivers skilfully manoeuver-
ing their way around a specially designed demonstration 
course below us. 

Today, I think of that opportunity to look down on 
the machines as kind of symbolic of what I was able to 
bring away with me from my time there. That’s because 
not only was I able to get a bird’s-eye view of the tele-
handlers on the demonstration course, I had ample 
opportunity to talk shop with senior executives of the 
company, including the owner.

In this way, I was able to get more than one view from 
above, sitting down with the people who have actually 
created and who continue to grow a company as signifi-
cant as Merlo. It’s a rare privilege that most of us never 
get, but in Cuneo, I was able to do that over the course of 
a couple of days and share a bottle — well, bottles — of 
good Italian wine in the process. 

While Merlo is a prominent manufacturer of tele-
handlers supplying a global market, it is not really a 
corporate giant on the scale of, say, John Deere. And it 
remains a family-owned firm.

Today, its machines are sold across Canada through a 
mix of corporate and privately owned dealerships, which 
are now focussing strongly on the ag market.

While speaking with some of the company’s executive 
team, I wasn’t all that surprised by some of the things I 
heard. For instance, I heard that the brands that con-
stantly innovate and push technology forward in their 
respective markets are those most likely to survive in the 
long term. And that within its factory and offices, there is 
a need to make even rank-and-file employees feel like an 
important part of the company’s overall operation.

But I also saw and heard some very unexpected 
things about this company’s management, most nota-
bly about the owner, Amilcare Merlo, who is now 82 
years old.

Despite his age, Merlo remains an extremely 
dynamic influence and is clearly still at the helm of this 
ship. He can be found in the office nearly every day at 
an age when most people consider themselves well past 
the need to participate in the workaday world.

What is even more remarkable is how he remains a 
strong leader who inspires and motivates his executive 
team to a level many corporate executives only dream of.

Having had the chance to observe and meet him on 
various occasions over a couple of days, it was clear Mr. 
Merlo (as he is affectionately referred to by all his staff) 
moves with the energy of someone half his age. And he 
displays a genuine passion for his firm.

As he made his first appearance shortly after our 
group’s arrival, he entered the room as the dealers and 
customers were about to have lunch in a company din-
ing room at the factory. He waded slowly through the 
group, pausing frequently and welcoming his guests 
personally, lingering with most for more than just a 
handshake. 

Although neatly dressed wearing a jacket and tie, he 
presented an unassuming appearance. His suit, however, 
certainly didn’t come from fellow Italian Armani’s prod-
uct line. Other than being by far the oldest person in the 
room, his overall appearance blended seamlessly with his 
staff and customers.

Often if you talk to enough people at a company, 
someone will express some level of dissatisfaction with 
the corporation. This time everyone I spoke to on his 
management team — and I spoke to a lot of them —
expressed nothing but admiration for the passion and 
energy their octogenarian boss continues to bring to the 
firm. One described him as a “role model” while another 
used the word “inspiration.”

“Last Sunday he called me four times with differ-

‘Senior’ management
At 82, Amilcare Merlo is still planning the long-term 
future of the company that will be his legacy
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ent ideas,” said a member of the marketing staff, with a 
broad smile that suggested he was proud to be the one to 
get the calls, even though it was his day off.

Mr. Merlo also has a reputation for generosity with 
his employees, lending financial or other support to any-
one in the firm who was going through a difficult time.

“He told me once if you ever hear of anyone that is in 
trouble, anyone, you let me know,” a senior staffer said.

And he is known for seeking out opinions, and for 
listening to anyone with a new idea. That became appar-
ent when my scheduled interview with him ended and 
he immediately began interviewing me. Which models 
of his machines did I think would most interest farmers 
in Western Canada, he wanted to know, and why? What 
specifications would they require? What would they be 
used to lift, and how high?

Later during that lunch at the company office, Mr. 
Merlo sat down at my table, which was on the edge of 
the room. A few moments later he stood up and took 
his plate. “Excuse me,” he said. He walked to the other 
side of the table and sat down again, this time with his 
back to the wall. Leaning in toward me he said in his 
heavy Italian accent, “I don’t want to turn my back on 
the people.”

At the moment, Mr. Merlo is shepherding his firm 
through a 150 million euro reinvestment focused on 
technology and automation to enhance product quality.

“We think this (enhanced build quality) will be a 
kind of warranty,” he told the dealer group.

“He told me, ‘I’m not thinking too much about 
the future, I’m only planning for the next 35 years,’” 
recounted another executive with a laugh. “But that’s Mr. 
Merlo.”

At a farewell dinner for the dealers at a small restau-
rant at the foot of the nearby Italian Alps, Mr. Merlo 
made time to pose for a personal photo with every single 
member of the visiting group. After the evening events 
wrapped up, he spotted me in the crowd and shook my 
hand, pulling me near and putting his other hand on my 
forearm in what seems to be his trademark style.

“I’m showing a new agricultural machine in Paris in a 
few weeks,” he confided quietly. “It will have a lift capac-
ity of five tonnes, not four.” Clearly he’d been pondering 
our previous discussion about what specifications would 
best suit prairie farmers. “I’ll send you a picture of it,” he 
promised as we said our goodbyes.

I’m wondering now, does this mean I should expect a 
phone call on Sunday!  CG
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Amilcare Merlo (l) greets Manulift president Martin Drolet, 

whose company retails Merlo equipment in Canada. 

The company is investing heavily in automation and 

upgrades to boost its manufacturing efficiency and quality.

A telehandler flies the Canadian flag during an 

equipment demonstration presented for Canadian 

dealers at the brand’s manufacturing plant in Cuneo Italy.
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I
n the business world, there’s a term to describe an 
event that completely changes an existing industry 
or market. It’s called a disruptor, and it changes 
how we think, work, and do business.

It can be argued that agriculture has gone through 
three major disruptions in the last century: the mecha-
nization of farming; the arrival of chemical fertilizers 
and pesticides; and the genetics revolution which intro-
duced new varieties, new breeding tools, and genetic 
engineering.

Innovations in each of these fields changed the way 
we farm, and each resulted in increased productivity and 
efficiency.

We are now on the cusp of the fourth major disrup-
tor: biology. More specifically, advances in microbiol-
ogy are opening the eyes of farmers, scientists, those in 
ag industry, and even venture capitalists to the world 
beneath the soil surface. And what they are finding down 
there is truly amazing

In 2012, the American Academy of Microbiology 
produced a report entitled “How Microbes Can Help 
Feed the World.” That report claimed that attention to 
microbiology could “increase the productivity of any 
crop, in any environment, in an economically viable and 
ecologically responsible manner.”

More than just a medium that anchors and feeds the 
crop, soils are teeming with life. Pick up a handful of 
healthy fertile soil and you will be holding billions of liv-
ing organisms in your hand (see chart).

In fact, an acre of healthy soil can contain from a few 
hundred to thousands of pounds of microbial biomass. 

And that isn’t all. According to Dr. Mathew Wallen-
stein, associate professor at Colorado State University, 

this handful of soil will have tens of thousands of dif-
ferent microbes. “Any soil will have as much microbial 
diversity as the diversity of life you would find in a tropi-
cal rain forest,” says Wallenstein.

Science reveals that these tiny organisms play a huge 
role in the growth of plants. Some convert organic mat-
ter into nutrient forms that a plant is able to utilize. 
Others help protect the plant from disease and pests, and 
some microbes even communicate with plants, enabling 
the plant to deal with environmental stresses and reduce 
the impact of drought, for example.

“Microbes are critical to sustainable agriculture,” 
Wallenstein says.

It is the discovery of such symbiotic and comple-
mentary relationships that is leading scientists to turn 
their focus from plant health to soil health. For exam-
ple, instead of just feeding the plant, farmers are being 
encouraged to feed the microbes necessary for the con-
version of chemical fertilizers into nutrients which the 
plant can take up.

Scientists are also trying to isolate microbes which 
enable a plant to resist pests, and then develop a pro-
cess for growing these desired agricultural biologicals, 
packaging them, and devising a process which farmers 
can use to introduce these organisms into their crop-
ping system.

In many ways, this idea is not new. We have known 
for decades about the value of nodulation for legumes to 
fix their own nitrogen. Farmers inoculate crops such as 
alfalfa, soybeans, peas, and lentils to ensure maximized 
N fixation.

But it is only recently that science has learned the 
impacts that so many other organisms have on plant 
growth. And, in spite of such advances in the study of 
soil microbes, scientists are still only able to grow about 
one per cent of known soil organisms in a lab setting.

New products
Biological products have been sold for many decades. 
Unfortunately, many of the early biologicals were marketed 
as miracle products that could do everything from increas-
ing yields to preventing disease and pests to even improv-
ing soils. They were often unregulated, and there was no 
review of their efficacy, which led to a feeling among farm-
ers that all biological products were “snake oil.”

Wallenstein points out that the biological products 
on the market today are targeted for their activity. Sci-
ence defines how they work and farmers know what to 
expect when using the product. In the U.S., all biologi-
cals are regulated at the state level for efficacy, content, 
and analysis.

Wallenstein says the addition of the right microbes 
will benefit any farm by enhancing productivity. Under 
optimal environmental and fertility conditions, the addi-
tion of a biological will enable a plant to produce more 
than its genetic potential suggests is possible.

Wallenstein even launched his own company a 

The nexT bIg 
disruption
Sometimes a shock to the 
system can be a very good thing
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NumBers of microBes iN soil 

microbial group No./gram of soil 

Bacteria 100,000,000-1,000,000,000

Fungi 100,000-1,000,000

Algae and Cyanobacteria 1,000-1,000,000

Protozoa 1,000-100,000

*Sylvia, Fuhrmann, Hartel and Zuberer, 1998.



few years ago named Growcentia, which is 
marketing Mammoth P, a microbial prod-
uct designed to increase the availability of 
phosphorus to plants.

Phil de Vries, meanwhile, is the soil and 
plant health adviser with Agriculture Solu-
tions, a full service soil nutrient retailer in 
Elora, Ont. This company supplies farmers 
with a wide range of soil fertility products 
including biological fertilizers, soil condi-
tioners, bio-stimulants, soil amendments, 
and seed treatments.

“Microbes are essential for both plant 
growth and healthy soil,” de Vries says.

For this reason, Agriculture Solutions has 
developed a suite of biological products to 
address fertility and pH problems in soils. 
They can feed native microbes already in 
the soil, and even introduce microbes which 
work symbiotically with plants to better uti-
lize fertilizers and soil minerals.

Agricultural Solutions also sell biologi-
cals designed to reduce stress in plants due 
to environmental conditions, nutritional 
deficiencies, and pests.

Likely the biggest question farmers 
would have about this kind of product list 
is how to tell if such products are needed on 
their farms in the first place. De Vries points 
out there are scientific tests which can assess 
the amount of soil life by measuring the 
amount of nitrogen mineralization or the 
amount of microbial respiration. However, 
these tests are expensive, so he suggests 
a quick and easy test that farmers can do 
themselves is to look for earthworms. Earth-
worms are at the top of the soil life food 
chain and the presence of large numbers of 
earthworms is an indicator of high microbe 
numbers.

While most of Agriculture Solutions’ sales 
are in southern Ontario, the company does 
have customers across Canada and the U.S., 
and de Vries notes they held a meeting this 
past winter in Regina for the first time with 
a very large turnout of prairie growers inter-
ested in soil biology and microbial products.

On the Other hand
The research and development of new bio-
logical products will add a significant cost 
to farmers. Markets and Markets, a global 
market research organization, has esti-
mated the agricultural microbial market 
was already worth US$2.17 billion in 2015. 
They estimate the market for microbials by 
2021 should double to US$5.07 billion.

With growth like this, it is no wonder 
there has been a rush by ag industry to cap-
ture some of this market. In the January 6, 
2016 issue of Scientific American, Thomas 
Schafer, vice-president of bio-ag research 
at Novozymes stated: “Companies like 
Monsanto, Bayer, Syngenta and BASF are 
working on microbes because they believe 
(the technology) has the potential to 
reduce chemistry and allow us to live more 
sustainably.”

In fact, Novozymes and Monsanto are 
actively co-operating in this area, with 
Novozymes focusing on finding, identi-
fying and growing beneficial biologicals, 
while Monsanto concentrates on field test-
ing these new products. In 2015, BioAg (as 
their joint venture is named) tested over 
2,000 microbial coatings in over half a mil-
lion plots in the U.S. Midwest. The five top 
biologicals increased corn yields more than 
four bushels per acre, and BioAg hopes to 
have a new microbial product available in 
the U.S. in 2017.

Success like this has led to predictions 
that biological products will be used on 
half the cropland in the U.S. by 2025.

Before you commit to using biologicals 
across your entire farm, however, here are 
a few things to consider. First, would the 
microbial product be registered by CFIA 
or PMRA? Fertility products require CFIA 
approval. If the product is listed as a pest 
control agent it has to be approved by 
PMRA.

Second, read the label and follow the 
directions carefully. Some biological prod-
ucts will require multiple applications to 
be effective. In an excellent paper, “Micro-
bial Amendments and Microbe-friendly 
Additives,” author Tony Pattison, soil 
health team leader, Queensland Depart-
ment of Agriculture and Fisheries wrote: 
“Each microbial agent has specific tem-
perature, moisture and pH requirements 
for growth and colonisation of the soil. 
It is very difficult to generalise about the 
requirements that favour the proliferation 
of microbial agents. There are few studies 
that track the survival of microbial inocu-
lants. However, one study investigated the 
addition of bacteria to the soil and found a 
tenfold reduction in the population of that 
bacteria in the soil after four days, 100,000-
fold reduction after 50 days, and after 90 
days the bacteria was undetectable in the 
soil.” (Esnard et al, 1998)

Pattison’s paper provides an excellent, 
easy-to-read overview of soil life and the effect 
microbes have on plant life: (www.daf.qld.gov.

au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/73885/Micro-

bial-Amend-Microbe.pdf).
Finally, whenever you use a biological 

product, leave an untreated control strip to 
see if the product is actually making a dif-
ference in your operation and to enable you 
to determine the return on your investment 
from that product.  CG
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Support soil  
microbes with good 
farming practices
Many farmers are likely hesitant to 
purchase new, relatively unproven 
biological products, especially given 
current low grain prices. However, 
all farmers can benefit from the 
research into soil biology without even 
purchasing novel soil amendments.

Dr. Bobbi Helgason, soil microbiologist 
with Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 
has studied the impact of farming on 
soil health and the microbial community. 
She says farmers who have adopted 
modern, sustainable farming practices 
benefit from increased microbe 
populations and healthier soils.

“No-till farming has had a huge impact 
on soil health,” Helgason says. “It has 
increased the organic matter in the soils, 
which means more food for microbes.”

Helgason also points out that 
farmers who use cover crops also 
increase food supply for microbes.

Also, today’s farmers have introduced 
a wider diversity of crops into their 
rotations which encourages diversity 
in the microbial population. 

Helgason points out that all soils contain 
a huge number of diverse microbes, 
so the addition of a jug of a biological 
product is merely a drop in a very large 
bucket. It is just as important to feed 
the native microbes in your soils as 
adding a few more. The first step toward 
increasing soil health and the microbe 
populations is to learn more about 
the importance of microbes to the soil 
and plants. Then, follow a sustainable 
farming system that supports microbes.



T
here are almost 650,000 of them spread across 
the United States, Puerto Rico and the Virgin 
Islands, and they can be found everywhere 
from large, urban cities to small, rural towns..

Every single one of the 650,000 is also a unique indi-
vidual, with their own background and interests. But 
there is at least one thing they have in common. They all 
wear a blue corduroy jacket, because they are the Future 
Farmers of America (FFA).

If the only things you’ve heard about FFA have been 
in country songs, you may be surprised to learn that 
many FFA members are not farmers. In fact, some don’t 
have any connection to agriculture at all.

That was certainly the case for David Townsend. 
“Having not come from a farm or any kind of agricul-
tural background, I was unaware of where our food, 
fibre and clothes come from,” Townsend tells me when 
we met recently.

I had wondered how he came to join the FFA, and 
he says it wasn’t actually a decision; it was an accident. 
“I was placed into an animal science class by mistake,” 
he laughs.

Once in the class, though, he quickly got involved in 
the variety of activities offered by FFA.

“I stayed involved in agriculture education because 
of these incredible experiences and opportunities, along 
with the amazing people who have impacted my life for 
the better,” Townsend says.

Those experiences and opportunities have led 
Townsend to his current position as the national FFA 
president, and it’s the kind of story that gives you faith in 
the leadership abilities of our future generation.

However, it turns out that these stories are not 
uncommon for FFA members. Townsend’s peer and col-
league DeShawn Blanding, national FFA vice-president, 
is another young man who has risen through the ranks 
of FFA.

After enrolling in his freshman year with no agri-
culture experience, Blanding eventually got elected as 
president of his local FFA chapter as well as state vice-
president for South Carolina during his high school 
career.

It begs the question: is there something special about 
Townsend and Blanding that brought them to their lead-
ership positions? Or is there something special about the 
FFA experience? Are leaders born, or are leaders made?

A formulA for development
The national FFA organization mission is all about devel-
oping potential in youth, including their potential for 
premier leadership, personal growth, and career success.

How do you develop a leader? According to FFA, the 
formula is a robust school-based agricultural education 
model, which is comprised of three main components:
• Classroom/laboratory
• Supervised agricultural experiences
• FFA activities 

Members must be enrolled in an agricultural edu-
cation program in their local school where they learn 
about agri-food topics such as horticulture, veterinary 
medicine, food science, etc. These classes look differ-
ent in each school and are largely dependent on local 
resources and the teacher’s area of expertise.

Agricultural educators teach the classes but are also 
the advisers for the local FFA chapter.

The classroom/laboratory component is often the 
gateway into the world of FFA. For Victoria Harris, who 
is serving as the national FFA secretary, her entrance 
came in the form of an elective course in her sophomore 
year. “I took veterinary assisting. This is how I found 
myself in an ag class, and I quickly joined FFA,” Harris 
recalls. “Pretty soon, I found myself shadowing a veteri-
narian and raising livestock with my FFA chapter.”

Opportunities like job shadowing are another 
part of the agriculture education model. Hands-on 
supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs) allow FFA 
members to apply the skills they have learned in the 
classroom and try out careers in a low risk way. Experi-
ences range from internships and research projects to 
community service days. 

the entrepreneuriAl pAyoff
Many of the experiences also have an entrepreneurial ele-
ment. FFA members can develop their own agricultural 
business or collaborate on a school-based enterprise 
where they make financial and management decisions.

These are popular options and feed into the entre-
preneurial drive of many young people. In fact, a study 
conducted in 2015 found that 42 per cent of teenagers 
surveyed intend to be entrepreneurs or self-employed.

With first-hand experience running these ventures, 
FFA members are ready to take on the business world 
for themselves. 

650,000 blue jackets
Future Farmers of America brings more 
young people into agriculture, and gives 
them the tools to succeed
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The third component of the agricultural educa-
tion model engages members in FFA competitions and 
development activities at local, state, and national levels. 
The variety of activities is impressive, with career and 
leadership development events incorporating options 
including agronomy, marketing, and public speaking.

While technical skills are important, a major focus 
for FFA is to foster employability skills, also called soft 
skills. However, according to Townsend, there is noth-
ing “soft” about communication or teamwork abilities. 
“Josh Bledsoe, COO of the national FFA organization, 
who I greatly look up to, dislikes the term ‘soft skills,’” 
Townsend tells me. “Instead he refers to them as ‘power 
skills’ because they give you the power to be successful 
in a career and in life.”

These skills have certainly served Blanding well. As 
a freshman, he described himself as painfully shy. But 
he had an adviser who believed in him and invested 
time and energy to break that shell. Blanding now 
credits the career and leadership development activi-
ties of FFA for the growth of his voice and his passion 
for agriculture.

Says Blanding, “I now understand the importance 
of using my abilities to take the initiative to make an 
impact, motivate, and empower.”

InspIrIng careers In agrIculture
Involvement in FFA does more than foster business and 
“power skills.” Sometimes it informs career aspirations. 
For instance, her veterinary assisting class exposed Har-
ris to new career opportunities, and she now intends to 
pursue a career as a food animal veterinarian. 

Blanding also had his mind opened to new oppor-
tunities through his agricultural education experience.

He had entered high school planning to become a 
doctor, but through his FFA experience he had a shift in 

his thinking. “I recognized the importance of agricul-
tural diversity,” he says, “and the need for environmental 
sustainability.” He is now majoring in natural resources 
and engineering.

Townsend says there are many ways to “engage with 
food production and processing even before it gets into 
a kitchen for chefs to use.” After completing his degree 
in plant science, agriculture and natural resources, his 
hope is to “own and operate a farm growing specialty 
crops — fruits and vegetables.”

FFA members (as well as other non-FFA youth) can 
also learn about careers in agriculture on a new website 
— www.AgExplorer.com.

The website was developed in collaboration between 
FFA, AgCareers.com and Discovery Education. Over 
235 unique careers in agriculture are profiled and 
include information on education requirements, typical 
employers and even salary recommendations.

Through AgExplorer.com, youth can see that agricul-
ture careers align with interests including environment, 
technology and business, and they also see that all 235 
careers are valuable opportunities for FFA members to 
apply their knowledge and skills.

As the strategic career success partner of the national 
FFA organization, AgCareers.com believes those FFA 
members will help fill agriculture’s shortage of skilled 
labour. “This is a key pipeline of talent as North Amer-
ica prepares to lead the way in feeding 10 billion people” 
says Eric Spell, president of AgCareers.com.

The 650,000 blue jackets are not only the future 
farmers of America, they are part of the future of agri-
culture around the world. Blanding, Townsend and 
Harris know their career prospects are bright. The tech-
nical knowledge, and the power skills they have fostered 
through FFA will enable them to tackle current chal-
lenges and grasp future opportunities.  CG
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M
ost of us have been there. You find your-
self standing awkwardly at the refresh-
ment table at a conference, nodding and 
smiling as people pass you by. You want 

to connect with them but you’re not quite sure how to 
do it.

If you’re an introvert, which researchers say is 
about a third of us, then this situation is especially 
challenging.

According to Susan Cain, author of Quiet: The 
Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, 
introverts are deep thinkers who are most comfortable 
having one-on-one conversations.

Importantly, introverts often dislike small talk, 
which is what makes social situations like these painful.

But that doesn’t mean introverts don’t like people, 
or that they aren’t social. While there has been some 
refinement of the theory since psychologist Carl Jung 
first identified the personality trait in 1921, in general, 
extraverts are energized by being around other peo-
ple and being involved in activities, while introverts 
recharge with time spent alone.

Cain points out there aren’t any pure introverts or 
extraverts. Instead, people will fall somewhere along a 
scale between the extremes.

But even if you find yourself on the introverted 
end of the scale, you don’t need to feel doomed to be 
a wallflower at big events. Instead, take heart, because 
several experts and successful introverted networkers 
share their tips below for how even the most intro-
verted among us can be well connected.

First off, recognize that you are not alone. Accord-
ing to Susan Regier, a St. Joseph, Ont. marketing strat-
egist and online publisher of Networking Today, 80 per 
cent of us find such situations difficult regardless of 
whether we are introverts or extroverts.

Her advice is to make the first move, smile, reach 
out for a handshake and introduce yourself. “This puts 
the other person at ease,” she explains.

Regier also says it helps to get to the meeting early. 
“Get there when the room is nearly empty. It’s easier 
when there aren’t many people there yet.”

Pat Katz, a wellness expert in Saskatoon, advises 
looking for others who seem ill at ease on the fringes 
of the activity. “Chances are they share your trepida-
tion and discomfort in large groups,” she says.

Your goal should be to aim for quality of interac-
tions rather than quantity, Katz says. “A solid interaction 
with a single person or a small group of two or three 
will be easier to handle and more meaningful for you.”

There are also some things you can do to prepare 
for the event that will make it easier to connect with 
others once you are there. If it’s a large event, find out 
through social media who will be attending and reach 
out to them ahead of time, suggests Regier. “Tell them 
you’re looking forward to meeting them.”

Stratford, Ont. copywriter Joanne Wallace, a self-
described introvert, agrees and offers these extra tips. 
Check out the organization’s website and look for 
forums where the members interact with one another. 
Does the event have its own Facebook page? If so, 
check to see who is attending. On Twitter, search for 
the name of the event and follow any tweets. Will any 
of your LinkedIn contacts be going?

If you’re new to the organization, Wallace also 
recommends reaching out to the executive members 
before the meeting. “Tell them you want to meet other 
members.”

Volunteering to help at an event can also take the 
pressure off. This will put you in contact with like-
minded people while you also contribute to a cause 
you are passionate about, says Regier.

As well, finding a networking buddy to attend 
the event with you can also make it a lot easier than 
entering that room by yourself, says Wallace, although 
she cautions, “Don’t stick like glue to your buddy all 
night.”

Also spend some time before the event thinking of 
a few questions you can use as conversation starters. 
Here are some of Wallace’s favourites: Have you been 
to this event before? What brings you here? What do 
you do? Tell me about that.

Wallace says most introverts are good listeners, so 
this is an area where you can shine.

Wallace thinks of networking as building relation-
ships, expanding her circle, reaching out to see who’s 
out there and figuring out how she can help them.

Since big events with lots of people are tiring for 
introverts, Katz recommends topping up your tank 
before attending the event. “Before heading into the 

Networking for introverts

It may always be tough for 
you to say the first hello, 
but with these tips and your 
natural listening skills, you 
can be a networking pro

life

By Helen lammers-Helps
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‘lion’s den’ of networking, spend some solo time doing something 
that refreshes you so you go into the experience with a strong 
reserve.”

Likewise, after an interactive solo experience, Katz recommends 
building in some solo downtime to re-energize.

Make sure you follow up with the people you meet after the 
event, says Wallace. “Send an email, connect in social media, send 
relevant articles, meet up for coffee.”

In this digital age, you can also skip the big events and make 
connections from the comfort of home. Find out where others 
who are interested in the same things you are hang out online. If 
they are on Twitter, what hashtags do they use? Follow speakers 
from meetings who are working on things you are interested in on 
Twitter. On Facebook, “Like” the pages from organizations that are 
working on issues you are interested in. On LinkedIn make sure 
you have a good bio that indicates your area of specialty and the 
kind of connections you’d like to make.

After connecting through social media, when possible meet 
face-to-face to solidify the personal relationships, says Wallace.

If you’re introverted, you may never enjoy big events where you 
don’t know many people, but by preparing for the event and following 
some key strategies you can make some meaningful connections.  CG

RESOURCES
Networkingtoday.com, an online 
publication on networking by 
Susan Regier.

Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a 
World That Can’t Stop Talking by 
Susan Cain (2012).

You’ll find a community for 
introverts on Cain’s website:  
www.quietrev.com.

Take the Introvert Quiz at www.quietrev.com/the-introvert-

test/?from=home.

For more on the benefits of introversion watch Cain’s TED 
talk: www.ted.com/talks/susan_cain_the_power_of_

introverts.

And an oldie but goodie, Dale Carnegie’s 1936 book, How to 
Win Friends and Influence People, is still worth reading.

Gain a new perspective on your farm, your family 
and your future with this informative video series 
from Farm Credit Canada.

Current AGCanadaTV topics include:
 Exchange Rates and Their E	 ect on Canadian Exports
  J.P. Gervais, explains the relationship between exchange rates and 

Canadian exports and why Canada remains competitive despite the 
declining dollar.

 Ag Industry Scores Viral Victory
  Greg Peterson, from Peterson Farm Brothers, discusses his success 

using various forms of social media to promote agriculture.

 5 Keys to a Successful Agribusiness
  Kevin Stewart helps you focus on your farm’s future with these 

five tips for successful agribusiness.

Watch AgCanada TV and be inspired

Start watching: www.agcanada.com/video

FCC Chief Agricultural Economist, J.P. 
Gervais, explains the predicted ups and 
downs of the 2016 Canadian economy and 
their e� ect on the agriculture industry.

INFORMATIVE:

Sylvain Guimond, best-selling author and 
sports psychologist, shares 6 strategies for 
leading a successful life.

INSPIRATIONAL:

AGCanadaTV is sponsored by

AgCanada TV web series informs and motivates farmers 

Watch all 
the episodes 

Now!
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GUIDE LIFE     health By Marie Berry  /  lawyer & pharmacist

M
edical marijuana has 
been in the news a 
lot recently, as has 
legalizing its recre-

ational use.
There is a difference, though. 

With a medical document from a 
physician or nurse practitioner, you 
can now obtain marijuana for medi-
cal purposes from a licensed pro-
ducer, and you can have it delivered 
directly to your home.

In this new regulatory environ-
ment, the indication or reason for 
the medical use is determined by 
the prescriber in their professional 
judgment.

Besides obtaining marijuana 
from a licensed producer for health 
reasons, you can grow your own or 
obtain your supply from a desig-
nated person, although both these 
options are also regulated. 

The emphasis is on safety, qual-
ity, security, labelling, and even 
reporting. The system is similar to 
how you obtain a prescription drug.

So, you may be able to get mari-
juana. But that still leaves the big 
question: How effective is it?

There are hundreds of reported 

uses, including for pain, seizures, 
anxiety, multiple sclerosis, muscle 
spasms, glaucoma, post traumatic 
stress syndrome, insomnia and 
nightmares, and nausea.

Unfortunately, research is lim-
ited because as a plant, marijuana 
characteristics vary from crop to 
crop, and without patent protection, 
companies are less likely to invest in 
research.

The active ingredients in mari-
juana are the cannabinoids. Tet-
rahydrocannibiol or THC is the 
psychoactive component while can-
nabidiol or CBD is the non-psycho-
active component.

With medical marijuana, you 
need a higher concentration of CBD 
to obtain the health effects rather 
than the psychoactive ones. While 
THC and CBD have been identi-
fied, there are also more than 470 
other components, some of which 
are other cannabinoids.  

Medical marijuana uses plant 
extracts including dried leaves and 
oil. However, there are two synthetic 
cannabinoids that are manufactured 
by pharmaceutical companies.

Nabilone is used for nausea and 
vomiting associated with cancer 
chemotherapy, and nabiximols are 
indicated as an adjunct analgesic for 
nerve pain associated with multiple 
sclerosis or advanced cancer.

Neither is used very often as 
there are often more effective 
options.

Adverse effects can include a dry 
mouth, sedation, orthostatic hypo-
tension, inco-ordination and diz-
ziness.

Because marijuana affects the 
nervous system, anxiety, agitation, 

confusion, sedation, altered percep-
tion and cognitive dysfunction are 
also potential effects. The elderly, 
that is people over 60 years of age, 
are more susceptible to these effects, 
as they are to any side effects, and 
their risk for falls increases.

Smoking marijuana means that 
you are inhaling the plant compo-
nents at high temperatures which 
can result long term in lung damage.

Pregnant women and nursing 
mothers should not use medical 
marijuana. The nervous systems of 
younger people have not fully devel-
oped, and any marijuana use can 
have an impact on this development. 
If you take sedatives or anti-anxi-
ety drugs, medical marijuana can 
worsen your health. And if you have 
coronary artery disease, respiratory 
disease, schizophrenia, a bipolar dis-
order, or mood or anxiety problem, 
cannabinoids can complicate your 
condition.

And, of course marijuana can 
have an impact on your driving abil-
ity, so don’t “smoke” and drive.

With time, medical marijuana 
may be better understood, and may 
even become a part of treatment 
regimes. Time will tell!  CG

MEDICAL MARIJUANA: 
Could it be the right choice for you?
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NExt IssUE
Opioids and the antidote naloxone are often mentioned in news reports, although you may dismiss 
these reports and think they don’t apply to you. However, before you do, you should probably get a 
bit more background on just why keeping a supply of naloxone on hand may be a good idea.

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

Research into the 
medical benefits 
of marijuana is 
limited. It’s said 
to help many 
conditions, but 
we often don’t 
really know
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W
hen Jeff realized the 
tractor was slipping, 
the drill was already 
stuck, deep, and his 

first impulse was to curse. Loudly 
and profanely. His second impulse 
was to wonder if there was any way 
he could possibly keep his family 
from finding out.

“You can’t take the drill out 
tomorrow,” Jeff ’s father Dale had 
said the afternoon before, when the 
Hansons were taking a quick coffee 
break out in the shop. “It’ll only be 
April 14th. We’ve never been in the 
field before April 20th on this farm.”

“Dad, that’s only six days differ-
ence,” Jeff said.

“The poplars haven’t started 
to leaf out yet,” Dale’s father Ed 
chimed in.

“The weather forecast looks 
good for the next few days,” Jeff said. 
“Really small chance of rain tomor-
row, but nothing after that.”

“You have to admit, the weather’s 
changing,” Jeff ’s wife Elaine said. 
“Seeding earlier might make sense.”

“Oh, here we go,” Ed said hap-
pily, anticipating a debate. “I didn’t 
hear you mention global warming 
when you were taking that trip to 
Mexico last winter.”

Elaine ignored her grandfather-
in-law and turned to see what her 
three-year-old was doing. “Jenny! 
That’s for the cats! If you’re hungry, 
come and have a muffin.” 

“I know what this is about,” Dale 
said, grinning. “You’re just trying 
to get into the field before Blaine 
Thompson.”

“I am sick of him always being 
first,” Jeff admitted. “But that’s not 
the only reason. What do you think, 
Mark?”

The Hansons’ farm employee 
had come into the shop midway 
through the coffee break and was 
now standing in front of the Keurig 
machine on top of the mini-fridge, 
making himself a skinny mocha 
cappuccino. The Hansons had given 
up mocking Mark’s fancy coffee 
drinks when they realized he was 
ignoring them. One winter weekend 
when they’d run out of regular cof-
fee and he was alone in the shop, 

Dale had snuck a pod from Mark’s 
stash, and actually liked it, not that 
he’d told anyone.

Mark considered the question 
while he wiped the dust out of his 
mug with his jacket sleeve. “The 
timing was different on my Grand-
dad’s farm in Ontario. But if he was 
here, he’d tell you to wait.”

“Too early,” Dale agreed, nod-
ding.

“And because tomorrow’s Friday. 
Granddad always said it was bad 
luck to start anything on a Friday.”

“That makes about as much 
sense as any of the rest of the advice 
around here,” Jeff said. “I’m going to 
put some of those yellow peas in the 
ground tomorrow. I’ll start with the 
Richards’ quarter.”

“You’re sure it’s not too wet?” 
Elaine asked.

“The ground’s warm enough,” 
Jeff said. “We might as well go.”

Friday morning was overcast and 
grey, not the warm, sunny, first-day-
of-seeding weather Jeff would have 
preferred, but he didn’t think it was 
worth waiting another day. Not just 
because he didn’t really expect rain, 
but also because he didn’t want Dale 
and Ed thinking they’d been right. 
Jeff and Mark had filled the drill, 
and by nine a.m., Jeff was seeding, 
halfway around the headland for the 
second time.

“Ha,” he said to himself. “Good 
thing I didn’t sit around waiting for 
the magic date of April 20th.” 

Then he sat up straight and 

looked around, knowing that talk 
like that was exactly the kind of 
thing that usually came right before 
disaster, or at least an embarrass-
ing mishap. But no, all looked well, 
despite the grey sky.

In fact, it was almost 10:30 
before Jeff felt the drill start to 
pull. Hard. He was on the edge of a 
low spot that had flooded in 2011. 
They hadn’t seeded it since, but it 
had dried up. Jeff had mowed down 
the cattails and weeds last fall, and 
figured the drill would go straight 
through. He’d been wrong.

Jeff unhooked the drill, thinking 
it would be simple to drive the trac-
tor out of the low spot.

He was wrong about that too. 
When he took his foot off the clutch, 

the tires spun and mud flew 20 feet 
in the air.

Jeff sat on the tractor steps and 
considered his situation. Dale and 
Mark were both in the yard, deal-
ing with some seed customers and 
refilling the seed tender. Was there 
any way he could get out of this 
mess without them finding out? No, 
he finally decided. Not unless he 
wanted to jog five and a half miles 
home, then crawl through the yard 
like a ninja to sneak the chains out 
of the shed. And how would he get 
the chains back to the field? 

So Jeff called Mark, and then 
called Shawn, who farmed a few 
miles south of the Hansons. 

Counting the days  
to get into the field

GUIDE LIFE     Hanson acres

Hanson acres     By Leeann Minogue 

Continued on page 66

Jeff sat on the tractor steps and considered 
his situation. How was he going to get out of 
this mess without anyone finding out?

On the farm, it isn’t so much when spring 
first comes, as when it stops going away



Reflections    
by Rod AndRews   

retired AnglicAn bishop

Job was a rancher. I wonder how he became so rich? The Bible 
tells us he “owned 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 1,000 head of cattle 
and 500 donkeys.” Feeding so many animals would be a huge 
challenge. In Job’s part of the world, water sources are miles 

apart. The landscape is covered with rocks and boulders. Job had 
many hired men. He would need them.

We are told that Job “worshipped God, and was faithful to him. 
He was a good man, careful not to do anything evil.” Unfortunately, 
the good times did not last for Job. His donkeys were stolen, light-
ning killed his sheep and his shepherds, and marauding enemies 
stole his camels. A storm swept in from the desert, blew a house 
down, and killed all his children. Job’s response was, “I was born 
with nothing, and I will die with nothing. The Lord gave, and now 
he has taken away. May his name be praised.” Job did not blame 
God for his troubles.

My grandmother had a favourite phrase: “the patience of Job.” She 
was a farm wife. She knew the value of patience. The phrase is bor-
rowed from James in the Bible. 

I met a man in central Alberta who refused to go to church 
because “God blew the roof off my barn.” A tornado had destroyed 
his barn years earlier. It was God’s fault. 

When Job became ill, sores broke out all over his body. His wife 
could have been more supportive. Her advice to Job was: “Why don’t 
you curse God and die?” Job responded, “When God sends us some-
thing good, we welcome it. How can we complain when he sends us 
trouble?”

Eventually the trouble becomes too much to bear. Job curses 
the day he was born. He gets angry with God. He questions God: 
“Remember that you made me from clay; are you going to crush me 
back to dust?”

Three of Job’s friends show up, partly to comfort him and partly 
to challenge him. Their assumption is that God rewards good and 
punishes evil. Considering the grief Job has experienced, he must have 
sinned. He deserves what has happened to him. Job disagrees with 
them. He keeps his faith while asking hard questions. “Why me?” and 
“What does all this hardship and suffering mean?” I think Job and his 
friends are trying to fit together the pieces of a puzzle, without having 
all the pieces within their grasp. Do any of us ever have all the pieces? 

Job searches for clues and signs of God’s goodness. He returns to 
his conviction that God is wise and great. He holds to his faith in the 
midst of pain and suffering.

At the end of the book, Job acknowledges he “talked about things 
I did not understand, about marvels too great for me to know.” The 
evening before Roman Catholic Archbishop Donald Bolen moved 
from Saskatoon to Regina, he spoke at a mass commemorating the 
25th anniversary of his ordination. He reflected on his life as a bishop 
in Saskatoon and his years as a priest. He left the congregation with 
words from Job. “I have dealt with great things but there are things I 
do not understand or are too marvelous for me to know.” The bishop 
identified three marvelous things beyond his understanding. “The 
rising moon over the Prairies, love which grows each day, and the 
ways of God among human beings.” 

“Faith sees the invisible, believes the incredible, and receives the 
impossible.” — Anonymous 

Suggested Scripture: Job 42, James 5:7-11

Rod Andrews is a retired Anglican bishop. He lives in Saskatoon.
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Forty minutes later Jeff and Mark were attaching 
the chains to the tractor hitch when Shawn pulled 
into the yard with his high-horsepower four-wheel 
drive. Jeff had zipped his jacket all the way up, and 
was glad he had his gloves with him.

“I guess we’ve settled that argument about 
which is better, tracks or tires.” Shawn laughed as 
he stepped down from his tractor to help Jeff and 
Mark hook up the chains. Jeff noticed Shawn was 
still wearing his winter coveralls, and wished he 
had his on too.

With Shawn’s help, the tractor came out of 
the slough quickly. Jeff used his own tractor to 
pull the drill out. “I’ll start over where it’s dry 
and pull on an angle,” he told Shawn. “I don’t 
want you thinking the paint colour makes your 
tractor that much better!”

While he was turned in his seat to watch the 
drill, Jeff noticed a smattering of rain on the 
tractor’s rear window. By the time he got out to 
unhook the chains, it had really started to rain. 
Jeff pulled his hood up and shivered, wishing he’d 
thought to bring his toque.

He was trying to decide if the rain was serious 
enough to keep him out of the field when the rain 
turned to snow. Now he was definitely done for 
the day.

Of course Ed and Dale were both on hand to 
watch when Jeff brought the tractor and drill back 
to the yard. By then, wet snow was piling up on the 
ground.

“This was not in the forecast,” Jeff muttered 
when he climbed out of the cab.

Ed was almost gleeful. “So this is global warm-
ing, hey?”

“Maybe if that mud freezes up, we can just chip 
it off the tires,” Dale said. “We might not even need 
the pressure washer.”

Mark disappeared into the shop as Elaine came 
out from the house. Little Jenny was wearing her 
winter snowsuit, holding her mother’s hand. 

“Daddy!” Jenny yelled as she got closer to Jeff. 
“Can we build a snowman?”

“She doesn’t have time,” Elaine said. “Emily 
Thompson is coming over for a playdate. Emi-
ly’s mom says it’s not snowing at all over there. 
Blaine’s seeded a quarter section already.”

“That’s April for you,” Dale said. “Even the 
weathermen can’t guess what’s coming next.” 

Then Mark came out of the shop, holding a 
travel mug.

“Here,” he said, handing it to Jeff. “This’ll 
warm you right up.” 

Jeff took the mug, then took a sip. Skinny 
mocha cappuccino. It couldn’t hurt.

Leeann Minogue is the editor of Grainews, a playwright and 
part of a family grain farm in southeastern Saskatchewan.
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BE Empowered

See the latest crop and seed products at 
Western Canada’s only outdoor farm expo!

Join us at the third annual Ag in Motion on July 18 - 20, 2017.
It’s a unique opportunity to get up close and personal with today’s agricultural 
technology. Experience live demonstrations of field equipment, crops, livestock 
and services all together on 320 acres 15 minutes north west of Saskatoon.
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Quality meets quantity.
In addition to providing an exceptional yield 
increase, Prosaro® fungicide protects the high 
quality of your cereals and helps ensure a 
better grade.

With two powerful actives, Prosaro provides 
long-lasting preventative and curative activity, 
resulting in superior protection against 
fusarium head blight, effective DON reduction 
and unmatched leaf disease control.

With Prosaro you’ll never have to settle for 
second best again.
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Bayer CropScience Inc. is a member of CropLife Canada.
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