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Executive Summary 

Farmers are being asked to respond to a number of economic, environmental and social changes 
simultaneously. Yet too little is understood about the factors that shape farmer's decision-
making processes and their farming practices. Policy instruments that seek to make farms more 
productive or more environmentally sustainable typically seek to change farmer behaviour by 
appealing only, or primarily, to their economic well-being. However, there is compelling 
evidence that economic considerations are, for many farmers, only one factor that shapes the 
decisions they make and the practices they utilize.  Many other factors influence what happens 
on farms and there is a need to more clearly understand them.  This paper reports on the way 
one group of farmers think about three important aspects of their farming practice: lifestyle and 
community factors, economic factors and environmental issues. 

Farming is not merely an occupationɂor businessɂ for many of those undertaking it; it is a 
vocation.  For many, farming expresses a deeply-held attachment to place, to a particular 
community and to a specific way of life. In particular, it allows a profound and close relationship 
to the natural order, to neighbours and to rural communities.  Farming is therefore regarded as 
conferring a number of noteworthy non-material rewards. Given the significance of these 
rewards for farmers and their families, it is likely that they influence the decisions made about 
farming operations, even if they do not aid in maximising profits.   In addition, for many 
individuals the farm is interconnected with their family; its future is therefore an emotive issue 
as well as a financial one. However, there can be a number of problems in running a family 
enterprise and these can influence the decisions that are made about farming practices. In 
addition, farm succession can be a difficult process, with significant implications for the future 
viability of the farm and for the surrounding community. Despite the potential and actual 
difficulties associated with running a family farm, most people want their property to remain a 
family-based enterprise. However, there is a wide-spread and keenly-held belief that the future 
of the family farm is threatened. The threats stem from a range of sources, including large-scale 
agriculture, neo-liberal economic policies, bureaucratic regulation and environmental 
pressures, not least of which is secure access to water. The high cost of the inter-generational 
transfer of farming properties is also considered to threaten the ongoing existence of family 
farms. The pressures placed on family farms by this diverse set of factors are also considered a 
threat to the ongoing viability of rural communities.  Fewer family farms lead to population loss 
and a less vibrant local economy, as well as a reduction in services and employment 
opportunities. In addition, large-scale agricultural enterprises are not believed to support local 
communities in the way family-based farms do.  Some of the things that farmers dislike about 
farming are what is regarded as an increasing set of bureaucratic regulations that place onerous 
demands on them.  Further, farmers report disliking the unremitting nature of farm work. The 
hours are long and getting decent lengths of time away from farming tasks is difficult. It is 
possible that such workloads will shape decisions about when to retire and they may also play a 
part in deciding whether younger people take on the running of family farms. 

Of the economic factors that shape farmer's decisions and behaviour, uncertainty is a key 
component.  Volatile markets and fluctuating costs and prices make farming an inherently 
unpredictable enterprise. What seemed a promising venture can suddenly become less 
profitable. It is likely that this volatility poses considerable challenges for long-term planning in 
relation to various aspects of farming operations.  Another source of uncertainty is variable and 
unpredictable weather.  This can influence decisions about what is planted, when it is planted 
and whether it is irrigated; such factors have an obvious impact on the financial performance of 
the farm. A globalized economic order is also having an impact on the way farmers think and act 
in relation to their farms. Some farmers feel that they cannot compete with markets that price 
their labour and other raw materials more cheaply. In addition, globalization has seen some 
traditional markets contract so that exporting into them is no longer feasible. The constant 
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crusade to lower costs is having, in the opinion of many farmers, a detrimental effect on 
everyone.  It leads to worsening employment conditions and lower wages, which will eventually 
harm local and national economies. Many farmers also judge that the costs incurred in their 
operation have continued to rise and that this is placing increasing pressure on their profit 
margins. Rising land prices in particular have become a burden to farmers and their families. 
Moreover, they often feel that they are not competing with large-scale agricultural enterprises 
on what is a level playing field. Family farms cannot achieve the same economies of scale as 
larger undertakings, placing them at a serious disadvantage.  

Access to an affordable and reliable labour-pool is also a factor that can shape the decisions 
farmers make. While labour is necessary for many aspects of farm operation, it can be a difficult 
element for farmers to manage successfully because of the training and supervision that is 
needed.  Diversification is one strategy some farmers adopt to try and minimize the risks that 
are associated with farming. However, this requires considerable management and may require 
acquiring more land or buying new equipment and these may be hurdles for some farmers. In 
response to these difficulties, some farmers decide that diversification is too difficult. While for 
many, farming is more than a job, there is an increasing realization that effective and efficient 
farm management is essential to farm viability, if not survival.  This can mean that farmers have 
to develop new skills, such as those in business and marketing. Further, efficient farm 
management increasingly requires the use of an array of sophisticated technology.  Not all 
farmers are equally adept, or motivated, to be proficient in the use of technology. 

The final topic domain in which farmers in this study provided comments was environmental 
issues and their relationship with farming decisions and practice.  Farmers express awareness 
that there is increasing competition for secure access to water by many different players.  
Despite the importance of irrigation to individual operations and to rural and regional 
economies more generally, farmers do not express high levels of confidence that their interests 
are given appropriate weight.  They articulate a suspicion that governments are introducing 
regulations that do not sufficiently recognize farmer's needs and priorities. Faced with the need 
to achieve a 30% increase in water efficiency by 2015, irrigation districts are making attempts 
to improve the infrastructure associated with the storage and delivery of water. They are also 
encouraging farmers to adopt more efficient irrigation practices. However, not all irrigation 
districts are equally placed in relation to the revenue available to them; this can affect their 
ability to introduce reforms and infrastructure improvements. Individual irrigators are 
changing their practice to improve the efficiency of their water use. However, there is no 
compulsion for irrigators to become more efficient and some consider that the price of water 
does not send a strong signal about the imperative of greater efficiency. Hence, in the opinion of 
some respondents, water use is not as efficient as it could be. Many farmers told of moving to 
pivot irrigation to improve the efficiency of their water use. However, the cost of installing them 
is significant and there are also some topographical barriers to their uptake. Those who can 
install and operate pivots comment favourably on their impact on the farm's operation. Many 
farmers are making attempts to make their farming practice more sustainable in the long term. 
This is changing the way farmers operate their farms, whether by using less pesticides or by 
planting strains that require less water. Some farmers use GMOs because they consider that 
they are an important element in improving agricultural sustainability. Farmers appear to be 
divided about whether they think global warming is a real phenomenon. They do appear to 
agree that the climate is becoming more erratic and this will have an impact on the way they 
farm. 
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1. Introduction and background 

Farming has never been a secure, predictable enterprise. However, contemporary 
farmers face some distinctive challenges.  These include a globalized economic order, 
the dismantling of tariff barriers and the rise of agribusiness, which has driven the need 
to achieve significant economies of scale.  In addition, environmental concerns have 
become an increasingly pressing issue for contemporary farmers. In the face of 
environmental degradation, there is an unprecedented emphasis on developing 
environmentally sustainable farming practices. This is occurring at the same time that 
there is, in many settings, increasing encroachment on arable land by a variety of 
sources, including mining and oil industries, as well as residential development. This 
pressure on arable land and on the environment is occurring at the same time that there 
is an urgent need to increase food production to meet a growing global population. 
Another environmental issue confronting farmers in many settings is gaining secure 
access to water. In Canada, as elsewhere, there are increasing and competing demands 
for water and this phenomenon is occurring at a time of unpredictable weather 
patterns, which can include prolonged periods of drought.  

In response to this combination of increased demand for water and its increasingly 
uncertain supply, there are attempts to induce farmers to adopt more efficient practices 
in relation to water use.  Most often these attempts take the form of policy instruments 
that aim to influence farmer's decision making by various kinds of financial incentives.  
Research suggests, however, that economic concerns are only one set of factors 
influencing farmer's decision making (Kuehne et al 2010). There are important non-
economic values that also shape the practices of farmers.  These include love of the 
farming lifestyle, a wish to hand farms down to future generations and loyalty to local 
communities and regions (Kuehne et al 2010). 

As part of the Canadian Government's Water for Life strategy, farmers and irrigation 
districts are required to have a 30% increase in water efficiency in 2015 over 2005 
levels (Bjornlund 2007). This paper reports on the factors that shape farmers decision 
making in two irrigation districts in Alberta. A variety of factors influence whether 
farmers believe such efficiencies can be gained and the way farmers plan to respond to 
the demands for more efficient use of water (Bjornlund et al 2007). Blunt policy 
instruments that treat farmers as a homogenous group and which focus only on 
economic factors are, therefore, likely to be less than optimally successful.  This project 
aims to provide a better understanding of the ÌÉÎË ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 
decisions and their non-profit maximising goals, how these influence their decision-
making, and how they could be taken into account when designing policies and 
information and education programs associated with the introduction of new technical 
innovations, management practices, or water allocation policies.  
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2. Relevant Literature 

Farmers are motivated by more than simple profit maximization. The disciplines of 
economics (Gasson & Errington 1993; Fairweather and Keating 1994; Vogel 1996; 
Gomez-Limon and Riesgo 2004), sociology (Vanclay et al 1998), social and health 
psychology (Conner and Norman 1995; Willock et al 1999), psychology (Maybery et al 
2005), and water management (Bjornlund 2002; Kuehne and Bjornlund 2006) all 
identify factors other than profit that shape farmers attitudes and behaviour. Through a 
process of balancing '... interwoven economic, environmental, social, and cultural goals 
and values...' (Walter 1997: 66) and not simply financial values, farmers aim to fully 
maximise the utility that they derive from farming activities. To the farmer, this activity 
appears perfectly rational (Vanclay and Lawrence 1994),  yet farmers are sometimes 
assumed to be motivated only by profit (Sumpsi et al 1997). The assumptions regarding 
farmer's decision-making  influences is why natural resource management agencies 
sometimes fail in their attempts to persuade farmers to alter their on-farm practices 
(Roughley 2005). Polices that assume farmers are motivated solely by profit-
maximisation, and ignore non-profit goals and values, can have unexpected and 
undesirable outcomes (Kuehne et al 2009).  For example, in a study  that identified 
attitudinal and behavioural traits among irrigators in the Namoi Valley of New South 
Wales, (Kuehne et al 2008) concluded that when designing policy instruments for 
ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ-makers should take into consideration the non-profit factors that also 
ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÏÒÓȭ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȡ 

Non-profit maximising decision drivers are complex, not easily 
understood and difficult to study in their entirety. Work still needs to be 
done on identifying and developing an understanding of the individual 
components of these decision drivers and how they interact. Any non-
profit maximising decision driver taken alone may not adequately explain 
ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making behaviour. They can have a substantial 
influence, and at times may appear to be offering a compelling 
ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making behaviour, but this behaviour is 
complex (Kuehne  et al 2009: 1).  

Moreover, farmers are not a homogenous group.  Kuehne et al (2008) in a study among 
irrigators in the Namoi Valley (Australia) found that three groups with differing 
orientations could be identified: Ȭ)ÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓȭ who are ÐÒÏÆÉÔ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄȟ Ȭ,ÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅÒÓȭ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ 
ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ Ȭ0ÒÏÖÉÄÅÒÓȭ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄȢ )ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ, 
Kuehne et al (2008) also concluded that, when designing policy instruments for 
farmers, policy-makers should also take into consideration the non-profit actors that 
ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÏÒÓȭ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇȢ Mayberry et al (2005) also suggest that 
farmers can be differentiated by the values that drive their decision-making. Some 
farmers are driven primarily by economic factors, some by lifestyle considerations and 
others are influenced by values associated with conservation.  This too suggests that 
policy instruments only addressing economic factors are likely to be less than fully 
successful. Other factors are likely to play a role in shaping the decisions farmers make 
and these also need to be understood and responded to appropriately in policy 
instruments. 
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3. Research Methods 

Thirteen photo-elicitation interviews were conducted with fifteen individuals (in two 
instances, the interviews were conducted with couples).  This entails research 
participants taking photos of images that are meaningful to them and then explaining 
the photo and their motivation for taking it during an interview session with the 
researcher. The sessions between the participant and researcher are recorded and 
transcribed verbatim.  As technology to reproduce visual images has become more 
affordable, visible images have become prolific and influential in local and globalized 
cultures. Visual images saturate our lives through established media such as television, 
newspapers and magazines. The internet and new social media, such as Facebook and 
Youtube, have entrenched the power of the visual in contemporary culture. Visual 
images are powerful. They can re-shape our perception of, and response to, the world. 
Images can also make us feel emotion, inspire sentiment and passion, or help us to 
relive past sensations. They can introduce us to things that we will never have the 
opportunity to see in real life. Visual images evoke a wide range of emotions including 
love, anger, joy or sadness.  

Photo-elicitation methods can inspire research participants to share their experience in 
ways that may be more revealing and intimate than are likely to be achieved by other 
research methods. It allows insight into the way people perceive their world, the way 
they feel about and respond to it, as well as and their hopes and fears for the future. 
They are thus an ideal means to understand the full range of factors that shape farmer's 
decision making processes because talking about the photos captures a broader range 
of farmer's opinions, experience, values and perception than a traditional interview or 
survey technique would allow. The analysis of the photographs begins when they are 
first discussed with the interviewees during the photo-elicitation interviews leading to 
ȬÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÓÈÁÆÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÏ ×ÏÒÄ-alone 
ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Óȭ (Harper 2002). Photo-elicitation is, therefore, a useful method for the 
validation of other research methods, such as word-based surveys (Harper 2002; Clark-
Ibanez 2004).  

Harper also suggests that photo-elicitation bridges the divide and reduces the 
awkwardness between the researcher and the participant; two people who are rarely 
likely to share the same cultural backgrounds (Harper 2002; Clark-Ibanez 2004). Banks 
(1995) suggests that normally the research question and the topics covered are devised 
by the researcher. With photo-elicitation, the participants, because they are 
collaborators in the research, are able to introduce their own questions and 
observations into the research as well (Kolb 2008). Prosser and Loxley (2008) identify 
the balancing act between the knowledge and the experience of the researcher and the 
ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȢ (Å ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÎ ȬÁbiding dilemma around research 'on' or 
'with' ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ (Prosser and Loxley 2008: 16)Ȣ 4ÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÆÒÏÍ Á ȬÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒ-centric 
ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȭ (Prosser and Loxley 2008: 17) results in an approach 
where the research is done 'with' participants and is more collaborative.  

Berg (1998) suggests that when coding data, such as the transcribed photo-elicitation 
interviews of this research, it is important to remember which study the data are 
ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÔÏȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÍÁÙ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ 
ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÒ ÕÎÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅÄ ÇÏÁÌ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁȭ 
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(Berg 1998: 236)Ȣ "ÅÒÇ ÇÏÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ȬËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅ 
original study aim in mind and to remain open to multiple or unanticipated results that 
emÅÒÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁȭ (Berg 1998:237). Answering the research question using more 
conventional research methods may have made the uncovering of the non-profit drivers 
of farmers much more difficult. Since it relies upon participant-generated photographs 
ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ÔÏ ÒÅÖÅÁÌ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 
information about those values, the technique is classified as a participatory research 
method. Engaging participants through their photographs and their stories is a method 
often used for uncovering the hidden values and conceptualisations of marginalised 
groups. It enables participants to identify for themselves, what they value and how it 
impacts on their behaviour. 

The photo-elicitation participants were irrigators within the Western and Bow River 
Irrigation District. An initial list of irrigator names and telephone numbers were 
obtained from the managers of the two irrigation districts. They were selected to 
represent small and large farms more or less dependent on farming for their household 
income, with different crop combinations and at different stages in the life cycle. The 
potential participants were contacted by telephone so that the requirements of the 
photo-elicitation method could be explained. Two weeks prior to the interviews 
participants were sent instructions about the photographic topics that were required 
for the photo-elicitation research and they were provided with an economical digital 
camera. Overall, this provided much better value than providing participants with 
disposable cameras that many photo-elicitation studies have previously relied on. 
Digital cameras also have advantages other than quality. They: 

¶ are kept by participants on the completion of their interviews  and consequently 
become useful as an incentive 

¶ are not as limited by the total number of exposures, as disposable cameras are. 
Participants can take multiple photographs until they are happy with what they 
have photographed. 

¶ have a value that indicates to the participant that the research task should be 
approached with some seriousness. 

¶ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÐÈÏÔÏÇÒÁÐÈÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ  ÂÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓȭ ÌÁÐÔÏÐ 
computer and viewed during the interview and later easily incorporated into 
reports, papers and presentations 

The interview transcripts were analysed for emergent themes. Three general topics 
emerged and within these broad topic domains themes and sub-themes were identified. 
These themes and sub-themes are the full range of factors that farmers take into 
account in the running of their farms and in their plans for the future. The three topic 
domains are: 

¶ community and lifestyle concerns  

¶ economic considerations 

¶ environmental concerns and practices.  
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4. Community and lifestyle issues 

Table 1: Community and lifestyle issues themes and sub-themes 

Community and lifestyle issues 

Theme  Sub-theme 

What farmers like about farming Variety of work 

Close relationship with neighbours 

Freedom and autonomy 

Solitude and reflection 

Attachment to place and farming Long history in area 

Farming is 'in the blood' 

Non-material rewards of farming 

Attachment to nature 

Attachment to community 

Family Interconnectedness of family and 
farm 

Problems with family farming 

Farm succession 

Threats to family farm Size and economies of scale 

High cost of intergenerational 
transfer 

Threats to community Population loss and community 
viability 

Influence of non-farming people 

What is disliked about farming Regulation 

Unremitting nature of the job 

Unpleasant tasks 

Trespassers 
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To understand some of the non-profit maximizing factors that may influence farmers, it 
is necessary to understand how they feel about their farm, their farming practice, their 
lifestyle and their attachment to their community. 

4.1. What farmers like about farming  

4.1.1. Variety of work   

Many of the farmers in this study commented on aspects of the practice of farming and 
some of what they consider to be its uniqueɂ and frequently non-materialɂrewards.. 
One element of farm work that people comment favourably on is the variety of work 
that running a farm entails and the fact that they could be their own master. Apart from 
tending crops and livestock, there is equipment to be built and maintained, so farmers 
undertake diverse tasks and develop a wide-range of skills: 

... the best thing about being a farmer...would be the variety of work that we do. 
Farming keeps changing that way. Every month you're doing something different 
and even that this is my shop now so this is the steel working section, those are 
where we do a lot of mechanics .... (Bruce). 
 

Figure 1: Farmers enjoy the diversity of farming tasks 

 
 
Farming allows these individuals to be modern-day renaissance men that get to do a bit 
of everything. They must not only attend to crops and/ or livestock and manage a 
business, there is building and maintenance work that must be undertaken. They 
express pleasure in the sense of being self-sufficient because of the multitude of the jobs 
they do. Such activities are a source of great satisfaction: 



18 

 

... we'll be in there all winter doing- building something, right. We enjoy it...face it, 
you can't hire it all out, it's expensive, right. So, to me it's worth more money to 
have your own shop and do it yourself (David). 

Part of the almost inbuilt diversity of the tasks associated with farming is the different 
demands made by each season. Another individual comments on the way the changing 
seasons mean there are always different tasks to be done. Seasons also ensure that no 
job ever feels like an unending process: 

Mainly kind of the seasons, like it does change, you're not doing the same thing 
all the time. Harvest seems long, seeding seems long, but if you break everything 
up you got spraying before seeding and then seeding, and there's more than one 
thing to do all the time (James). 

Another aspect of the variety of the work entailed by farming is the opportunity to get 
involved in organizations that promote, develop and market farming produce.  Farmers 
can thus develop and use a very different set of skills and also help shape the policy 
environment in which they operate. Not only does this diversify the activities 
undertaken by farmers, it can be an experience that they find empowering and 
rewarding:  

This is called stretching the farming experience. I've had the privilege of working 
on some farm organisation boards. Years ago I was on the Soft Wheat Association 
and through these things we get to meet a lot of people at a different level. Here 
in the farm we're in the grease and the mud and the dirt. You sort of get that 
mentality, but it's nice to get out and meet people of higher education like 
university people. With the Soft Wheat Association I went to Winnipeg a few 
times and met with the top guys on the Canadian Wheat Board and the Canadian 
Grain Commission, some of the grain companies and that. Some you rub 
shoulders with them, see how they talk...I was also on the Vegetable 'ÒÏ×ÅÒȭÓ 
Marketing Board.... (Mitch). 
 

In a similar vein, some farmers express a gratitude for being part of a wider farming 
community that allows them to exchange information and ideas. This allows them 
contact with their peers, who they might never otherwise meet, offers mutual support 
and a range of other valuable resources, notably information: 

We hosted Turf Producers International last year... [this] is a worldwide 
organisation of sod farmers and each summer there's a farm, this year was in 
Michigan, and so we were the hosts last year, which was a huge event, kind of 
showcasing our business to all our peers. And when it comes to that we have a 
soil business coming here and this bentgrass, this fescue, all came from sitting 
around, usually in a lounge in the evening, with my peers from around the world. 
%ÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ Á ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÄÎͻÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ Édea participating in 
this group (David). 
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Figure 2: Interaction and information sharing with peers 

 
 

4.1.2. Close relationship with neighbours  

Farmers also nominate the close relationship they have with their neighbours as one of 
the things they like about farming, 'This is just getting together with neighbours having 
coffee. That's a nice thing to do...That's one of the good parts'(June and Carter). The way 
in which neighbours will band together and help one another is also another aspect of 
farming that the respondents in this study enjoy: 
 

This is a neighbour that we've worked with... in our particular area we work 
together a lot, so you've really got that camaraderie... Here just this fall when 
things started getting late the one neighbour to the west of us he had a whole 
bunch of canola that was still up. I saw there was six or seven combines in the 
field, so they did get together to get him finished off (Jackson). 

 

4.1.3. Freedom of living on a farm  

For others, there is a freedom in living on a farm that is not available anywhere else. 
City-dwellers, these respondents considered, lived regimented lives, subject to the 
regulations of others, which is not something most farmers feel comfortable with: 

Calgary. It's a bedroom community and it's just not conducive to us farmers, 
right? "You can't park your fifth wheel on your driveway. You can't do this. You 
can't do that."... We moved back to the farm (Neil). 

 
Another individual commented on other aspects of the freedom offered by living on a 
farm. Animals can be given much more freedom and children get more enjoyment out of 
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them in these settings: 

So and just being able to be on the farm the kids get to enjoy that [the 
animals]...so you're able to have dogs that roam free I know in the city it's a little 
harder to have animals like that.... (James). 

Figure 3: The freedom of the farm 

 

 
Another farmer also considered that there were freedoms on a farm that were not 
available in built up areas. This freedom is regarded as particularly good for children. In 
addition, the flexibility of farm work means that children have time to enjoy these 
freedoms with their grandparents: 

...just having the time to sniff the flowers, like I enjoyed the garden and flowers 
that they [grandchildren] can.... They are allowed to pick whatever they want 
anytime, so they were in Lethbridge at their other grandparents and they when 
down the street and picked ÅÖÅÒÙÂÏÄÙȭÓ ÆÌÏ×ÅÒÓ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÏ×ÅÒ ÐÏÔÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 
they didn't know that you can't pick .... (laughs) Here there are tons of flowers 
everywhere so you can pick whatever you want, have petals in buckets whatever, 
but they caused an absolute commotion because they went and picked 
everybody's flowers. They didn't know that that was a no-no in the city (Ella and 
Oscar). 

Others comment on the autonomy farming gives them over their time, as one farmer 
explains, 'I coach a hockey team and that's part of the farming lifestyle, I'm my own 
manager so I can pick and choose when I work and what I do' (James).  Another 
respondent also agrees that autonomy in organizing her time is a benefit of farming: 

 ... another thing you can take the day off and go to the zoo if you like it. When 
you're your own boss and there's nothing much happening that day you can just 
go do whatever you want to do that day (Ella and Oscar).  
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4.1.4. Solitude and reflection  

For some individuals, farming allows the opportunity for peace and quiet that would be 
difficult to gain in other jobs.  One man tells how his tractor is his favourite place on the 
farm because he can think there because of its solitude and peace: 

I don't know what my favourite place on the farm is. I've put a lot of thought. I 
had some other pictures I thought I might throw in, but maybe in the tractor 
actually. Everything is peaceful and quiet in there usually. It's a nice place to just 
think. I usually don't even turn the radio on anymore. Just my mind is very 
fertile. Think a lot of things through and stuff. (EH) 
 

Others too remark on the solitude and opportunity for peace that being on a farm 
provides them: 

Some guys when I was in Calgary too, they had to have roommates living with 
them because they always had to be able to see somebody. I love being away 
from people. Being on the field all day and not seeing anybody, except across the 
fence maybe you see the neighbours working yet and know there's still life out 
there. It's all quiet. It's you and your thoughts. As long as the machines don't 
break down life is good (Bruce). 
 

Figure 4: Solitude and contact with nature is a positive aspect of farming 

 
 
 

Others comment on the solace that they find in their farm. When they feel stressed, they 
have a place and an activity where they find peace: 
 

And you know, sometimes when things are rough and going someplace the best 
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place for me is to get on my horse leave my cell phone behind and it's just me 
and a horse in the countryside. And I've got peace and quiet and I love it 
(Jackson). 

4.2. Affinity with farming and with the area 

The farmers in this study, like farmers in many other settings, articulate a deeply-held 
attachment to their farm and to the area in which it is situated. This attachment is 
expressed by farmers in other settings (for an Australian example see Edwards et al 
2008a). It is clear that this attachment is not predicated on rational calculations about 
the value of the farm or its productivity, nor about the particular attractions or 
advantages in their local area. Rather, it is a bond that is difficult to explain, but it clearly 
shapes the way farmers regard their properties and their communities and, 
presumably, the decisions they make about them. 

4.2.1. Long history in the area  

Many of the respondents in this project had deep ties to the area in which they lived and 
farmed. In some instances, their association with the area went back several 
generations.  This gave people a deep sense of identification with, and commitment to, 
the area, 'Yes, I grew up just two and a half miles down. My dad farmed and his dad. 
Probably his dad before that' (Mitch).  Another research participant can boast an equally 
long pedigree within the district, 'Like I say I guess it goes back, my grandpa got it from 
his dad and it worked its way down; so I guess ... [we] will be the fifth generation (James). 
People with such long-standing connections to the area feel personally embedded in its 
history and take the welfare of the district into consideration when making decisions 
about their farms. In some instances, buildings on their property were built by previous 
generations:  

That's the original barn that would have been built shortly after my grandfather 
and grandmother came here. That was the community, they had a barn raising 
and all the people got together, built the barn and then they had a big dance 
upstairs in the barn (Taylor). 

4.2.2. Farming is in the blood  

Even for those without a long personal connection to the area in which the study was 
conducted, there was a frequently expressed connection to farming. In the words of one 
respondent, 'I've got farming in my blood from having grown up there, and worked on the 
farm with my father... . For me it's always been the end of the line for me, the farming....' 
(Gordon). Another farmer recalls that farm work has been part of his life for as long as 
he can remember: 

... we'd milk cows before school, we'd milk cows after school, we slopped hogs, 
we cleaned hog barns. It was all manual. Everything was all done manual. We 
delivered milk, raw milk, into the town of Rockyford. 30-40 quarts a day. We sold 
eggs, we sold cream (Jackson). 
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4.2.3. Non-material rewards of farming  

It is not just that some of the research participants feel they have farming in their blood, 
primarily through having grown up on a farm; in some instances they have farmed their 
property with their father and / or siblings. For such people, farming is spoken of as a 
way of life that provides rewards beyond the purely material: 

...my brother and myself worked with dad and he didn't have very much land at 
the time, so he gave us a chance to build off of his operation and everything was 
ÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÍÅÁÇÒÅ ÂÁÃË ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ȬυπÓ ÁÎÄ ȬφπÓȢ )Î ͻχς ×Å ÂÏÕÇÈÔ ÄÁÄ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ×Å 
started to buy some land on our own. We operated together for 20 years. Well, 
my dad stayed on the home place until he went to the lodge and even after we 
had bought him out he was still kind of our mentor... On his deathbed he had sold 
some cattle and he asked me how we did on those cattle.... His mind was very 
sharp right to the end. I think he probably got so much more out of life than the 
big dollars (Jackson). 

Figure 5: Farming has important non-material rewards 

 

Some participants are insistent that they could not imagine doing anything else but 
farming or ranching.  It is not so much a job as a vocation and its appeal does not rest 
solely on its economic rewards, but on the kind of lifestyle it offers its adherents: 

I guess ever since I've been small... I really did like the cowboy way of life. I guess 
not thinking about the economic value of it, but I think there's such a payback 
ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅȢ 7ÅͻÌÌ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÁÓ ×Å ÊÕÓÔ ÍÁÄÅ 
that trip into Montana and continue looking into the countryside and you know, 
'I wouldn't want to ranch here...', 'This wouldn't be a bad place to ranch...'. That's 
kind of how I travel. It's always there. There's really nothing that I would think 
I'd rather do. If it would be something it probably would have been in the 
agricultural industry because I grew up with it and that's kind of all that I really 
had an interest in (Jackson). 
 

Farming is not just a job, it is a lifestyle that indicates attachment to a particular place, 
but it also influences other important domains of life, notably family. One respondent 
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has tried city life, but ultimately he returned to the farm because it was his preferred 
way of life, particularly when it came to raising a family: 

I lived in an apartment and stuff like that but I mean there was fun things too, 
you were in college. But I mean raising a family; I was raised on a farm and I 
wouldn't choose to go to the city (James). 

4.2.4. Close attachment to nature  

Even for people who did not grow up in the district, being on a farm gives them a deep 
attachment to place and to the natural world, as Gordon explains, '... it means a great 
deal to be able to walk out my back door and take that picture. That's why we're here'.  
 

Figure 6: Close connection to nature is a valued part of farming 

 
 
Another respondent also reveals how deeply farming ties him to a natural order in 
which there is constant renewal. It is clear that his farm provides him with a deep 
connection to a dimension of life that he values highly:  

...when the things are growing and things are green and calves are coming. That's 
the type of thing that I love about the farm: the newborn animals, the trees 
growing... There's so much when spring is alive and the farm's alive....I don't 
know why I would go away from this. I love my place. I love what it is (Neil). 

 
Another farmer also comments on how being on a farm gives him the opportunity to 
watch a variety of wildlife in its natural habitat, something he particularly enjoys and 
feels that the farm gives him unique access to: 

...I enjoy watching animals. We're always around animals and I've seen a lot of 
interesting things in life like deer defending their young against coyotes. On the 
other hand I've seen two coyotes separate the fawn from the mother and the 
other ÆÁ×Î ÁÎÄ )ͻÍ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÅÎÄÅÄ ÕÐȢ 3ÔÕÆÆ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÒÏÕÎÄȢ )ͻÖÅ 
gone on a lot of big game hunting too in my younger years. We'd go out into the 
mountains and stuff. I'd come home here and I'd see more wildlife on one 
farmyard than I would in four days up in the mountains (Mitch). 
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One interviewee said that it was sometimes possible to forget how beautiful his farm 
and home are, but going away gives him renewed appreciation of what his farm means 
to him: 

We've gone down to the States and I've said 'That would be a great place and, 
this would be a great place and that would be a great place', but sometimes you 
have to be away from home to come back home to appreciate what you have got. 
On a daily basis you don't see it and sometimes when people come up to your 
place and say 'Oh, you've got a beautiful place'.  Well, we see it all the time so you 
don't sometimes appreciate it on that daily basis. Other people kind of kick it 
back to you to realise what you've got, so where do we put a value on that? 
(Jackson). 

4.2.5. Attachment to community  

Given the profound bonds that farmers have with their farms and their local area, it is 
unlikely that they make decisions about their farming practice purely on utilitarian or 
profit-driven concerns alone. This bond, in many instances, also stems to their local 
community. Many respondents articulated a sense of being embedded in their 
community and of feeling a responsibility towards it. One man, for example, tells that 
even if his family didn't want to take over his property when he is ready to retire, he 
doesn't feel he could leave the area because of his neighbours and the community: 
 

Personally, if I had family that wasn't interested in continuing the ranching and I 
said you know we're kind of at the end of our career in the ranching business, I'm 
going to sell out and I'm going to take a pot full of money and get out of here and 
forget about the rest of the community, but you know, I've got such an ingrained 
feeling about the agriculture and the land I don't think I could do that, because it 
would leave all the rest of the neighbours... (Jackson). 

 
Figure 7: Farmers are embedded in their community 
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4.3. Family 

4.3.1. Interconnection of family and farm  

For most of the farmers participating in this research, their farm cannot be disentangled 
from their family. It is not just a money-making enterprise, it is about family cohesion, 
solidarity and succession. As one farmer explains: 

I tried to throw some pictures of my family in here and some of the people 
working here and that's a huge part of what we're doing. We try to have 
everybody take a lot of pride in it. We're very much a family focused business 
(Bruce). 

Another farmer comments that for him, the farm is almost entirely about his family 
being and working together. Given the interwoven love of family and love of farm, it is 
difficult to imagine that farmer's deep attachment to both does not influence their 
decision-making. One participant explains that the day-to-day operation of his farm is 
simultaneously the day-to-day interaction with his family: 

I guess going back to say what's involved with this ranch, this is what it is: We've 
got those, his kids, my grandkids, they're there working with us, they're there 
with us, they work with us, they play with us. We have so much contact with our 
family at all times... (Jackson). 

 
Figure 8: Farms and families are intertwined for many farmers 
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The farm is conceptualized as a place where children can learn values that are closely 
associated with farming and rural life. The farm, in this sense, is regarded as something 
of a haven in a world that is otherwise hostile to the best interests of young people. 
Children gain values and resources they are unlikely to gain anywhere else: 

...we're home with them almost on a daily basis. They really get to learn your 
values of life. I don't think we have the problems that a lot of city people have 
because our kids, even as they get older, they will have chores to do and our 
chores won't be take out the garbage, clean your room. It'll be go out and check 
cows...They'll probably all get involved in 4H once they get older, as we all were, 
so they really learn responsibilities (Jackson). 

Figure 9: Children are integrated into farm routine 

 

Others comment on how their grandchildren are integrated into the life of the farm. It is 
clear that the farm is, for people such as these, not just a productive enterprise, but an 
entire way of life, with distinct values and a strong inter-generational focus. The farm 
becomes a place where children can participate and learn things that are considered 
important: 

... he [grandfather]  was giving the granddaughters a lesson and,  'that's a fava 
bean plant pulled up. So you see that's the nitrogen nodules there that puts 
nitrogen in the soil'. So I guess that's another aspect of the farm when the kids 
are with you it can be teaching moments at any moment. They get to travel 
around and see all this stuff. The oldest granddaughter, the teachers call her the 
nature girl because she can tell them about any plant or any animal. That's 
another thing most of our land there's lots of irrigation ditches but often you 
have to walk across a little bridge to our pump or something and so the kids are 
always throwing rocks or fishing. That's one of their highlights when they're 
little, to get to where the water [is] (Ella and Oscar). 
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For many respondents in this study, the farm was not therefore just a business 
enterprise.  It was an operation that was centred on the family. The family are not just 
involved as fellow-workers, they are the reason for the continuation of the farm and 
many hope that it will pass to succeeding generations as the following exchange 
demonstrates: 

Neilȡ +ÉÄÓȟ ËÉÄÓȢȣ 4ÈÅÙͻÒÅ Ôhe biggest part of why we're out here and why we love 
the farm. 

Interviewer: So your son is... He'll take over this eventually? 

Neil: Yep. And his son will too. 

 
Others also hope that the farm stays in the family: 

 
This is my son's... family.... The oldest one is seven and the youngest one is one. 
There's two boys that, and not necessarily because my daughter had brought her 
husband home into the family, but hopefully somebody of the grandchildren will 
be interested enough in taking over as well (Jackson). 

4.3.2. Problems in family farming  

While considerable enthusiasm is expressed for running the farm as a family enterprise, 
respondents do acknowledge that it is not always an easy undertaking. Some people like 
particular tasks, others do not and ways of accommodating such differences must be 
found. In addition, there are sometimes differences of opinion about the best 
management of the farm and these require careful negotiation if conflict is to be 
avoided. It is clear that these family dynamics shape decision-making processes about 
the running of the farm. Two farmers observe how these issues may be played out: 

But so far it's working out; we're getting a lot more work done than what I'd use 
to get on my own. He likes doing it and I like doing it. He doesn't like the wheel 
lines though, I have kept them and let him run them but he doesn't seem to get 
them done (Taylor). 

It's a challenge at times because you've got four people and not everybody has 
got the same opinion of everything all the time. But it certainly works well as far 
as, like if we all individually have our own farm then we would each individually 
have to have our own equipment, and so then your equipment wouldn't be near 
as big and near as updated because you wouldn't be able to afford to do it. So it 
works well that way, and it spreads the work load out too, you know, it's not 
quite so hard (Randy). 

Another respondent reveals how fraught the relationship with his father was when they 
first started farming together. The son wanted to implement new practices, while the 
father was suspicious of innovation. This does suggest that some decisions are not made 
on the basis of best practice, but on the basis of conciliation and compromise: 

... the first five years Dad would kind of say this is what you should do and that's 
what I did, but honestly I could see that... he did it like that for 40 years and that's 
the way it was. So I started changing (laughs) things, right, and that's where 
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there was a little clash there for a couple of years and he would (imitated 
grumbling). And now he's honestly, he doesn't even know what he has in the 
ground, right (David). 

4.3.3. Farm succession 

The problematic issues associated with farm succession may mean that some practices 
on farms and some decisions are made not on the basis of the evidence of best practice, 
but on the basis of tradition, of generations not willing to compromise their own vision 
or on the basis of finding a workable compromise. Farm succession is not, however, 
simply a matter of transferring operations between generations. For viable farms to be 
handed on to future generations there must be continued expansion. However, while 
expansion is necessary to transfer a viable operation, this must be balanced by not 
handing the subsequent generation things on a platter. They must learn about the value 
of what they are inheriting and learn the best way to manage it: 

I think this is the real thing with agriculture...the ones that really stick into it. He 
[his father] worked so that he had something to give us to develop on, and since 
that time we've expanded and expanded and expanded, so we basically bought 
everything. We bought him out and then started expanding. My brother...he split 
off and he expanded and we expanded. Really, our hope is that this young 
generation has the opportunity to keep doing it because now they've got family 
that they're talking about their young kids becoming part of the operation and 
hopefully taking off. Now statistics a lot of second and third generation lose the 
farm. Now whether itȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÏÒ ÈÁÖÅÎͻÔ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȟ 
and I think sometimes that is probably very important. If it all just gets handed 
out on a platter some will do okay with but some will end up squandering it 
(Jackson). 

While parents may be keen for their children to take over the farm they are aware that 
they cannot force this inheritance on them. There is still a marked preference for sons to 
inherit the day-to-day management of the property, but there is some willingness to 
now consider daughters, if they are interested. However, sons (or daughters) cannot be 
pressured to taking the farm on: 

Whether or not he will or not, I can't force it on him, but trying to remember 
back when I was a kid I never really specifically said I wanted to farm. But it was 
just I was interested in it, wanted to do it, and went to college for an ag- I didn't 
want to finish school when I was eighteen and just start farming, so and it's the 
same thing, I want my kids to go away for a couple years and go to college or 
whatever it takes and then come back and be interested in it because you can't 
force them. But I think it would work out, and if he doesn't want to then there is 
some people down here, you know, years ago instead of the son, the daughter did 
it and they married and that could be a possibility too (James). 
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Figure 10: Farm succession is not always problem free 

 

The need for up-coming generations to learn about the operation they will inherit can 
be something of a burden for older generations because they feel they can't cut off from 
the enterprise. They must remain involved to give the younger generations the input 
that is needed to effectively run the operation: 

It's if your kid starts farming when they're 20 or 25 you're stuck in a way.  
Holding their hand a bit, getting them going, supporting them, working with 
them. Whereas by then you'll be 55, maybe you're ready to quit working so 
much hands-on. But you're starting all over again almost, in a way, mentoring 
your child (June and Carter). 
 

While older generations may feel the need to be cautious in transferring assets and 
advice to younger generations, the children in such circumstances can feel that their 
parent, almost invariably the father, is unwilling to let go and let them effectively 
manage the business. One respondent observed,  'Like I see most people out here where 
they're literally fifty years old and their parents are just silently making decisions' (James). 
Another participated elaborated on the way ongoing paternal involvement can create 
tensions. This difference in perspective may explain some of the well documented 
difficulties in farm succession. One farmer's account provides an example of how 
transferring the property from one generation to another can be a difficult process: 

When a little bit was going on when we decided to buy from dad we said, and he 
always kind of said too, it was a little bit cautious and he was a little bit worried 
that we were maybe going to blow things so when we said '$ÁÄ ÌÏÏËȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ 
want to sell it we're going to buy something else', so he made an agreement of 
sale and he held the title until we had it paid off. That was we had to get dad paid 
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off just to kind of show him that we could pay for it, but it got doing it early 
enough (Jackson). 
 

Crosby (1998) and Barclay (no date) agree that farm succession is a complex process 
that can, if not handled well, result in conflict. It can also have significant impacts on 
how the farm is run and its economic viability. These, in turn, have a number of 
implications for the functioning of local communities. The difficulty of these situations 
has been recognized and courses are run in effective farm transfer. There nevertheless 
remains the issue of negotiating the tasks that older people will do and the hours that 
they work. 

... going to some farm transfer courses and stuff like that that's what they talk 
about. There's all different stages where they talked about okay they've got an 
eighty-five year old grandpa that's still out there making the decisions and they 
are trying to transfer the farm, well the shouldn't transfer it to the sixty year old 
it should down to the twenty year old which is four generations down...He's only 
sixty-five but he can still physically do stuff. He doesn't want to do heavy 
mechanic work or something like that, and he actually doesn't like the 
management side because it's quite complex now, but to actually get on the 
combine or get on the tractor and sit there for the day that's what he'll do and 
enjoys it. As long as it's not too super long hours (James). 
 

Figure 11: Family farming has rewards and pitfalls 

 
 
Another issue with farm succession is that by dividing the value of the property equally 
among all children, even those who are not involved in the farm, valuable money is 
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pulled out of the farm and its potential profitability may not be realized.  Further, those 
siblings that stay on and manage the farm can express a view that they have worked 
hard at keeping the enterprise going, but that the division of the property does not 
reflect that. Barclay (no date) and Crosby (1998) have noted similar phenomena in 
Australia. In addition, by the non-farming siblings taking their share and leaving, the 
farm may be left under-capitalized in relation to asset development and expansion: 

... they gave some of that inheritance ... money to our two sisters that were 
happened to be both teachers married to teachers. They were just buying their 
houses but they took the dollar value at the time and paid for their houses. If he 
[father] wouldn't have done that and we would have waited ten years later and 
he would have passed away those girls would have, instead of say it was $100 
per acre or $150 an acre 1972 was the valuation year. By ten years later that land 
had moved up to $1200 an acre. These girls had been gone,. They had their 
education paid for and their careers. We were the ones that kept the operation 
going because if we'd have left it would have all been worth $150 an acre at that 
time...It happened to our neighbour down here same age as I am, all he ended up 
with is his home quarter because he couldn't afford to buy the rest out, so that's a 
real big important part. If you want to keep and operation together it's got to be 
fair but it can't be equal (Jackson). 
 

Another farmer also comments on the difficulty of dividing assets fairly, when one 
sibling works the property: 

Well the land can roll over to [son's name] without any taxes, so that's okay. 
We've got a farming company so just shares can go to him and he can look after 
it, but then we've got the other two kids that if something should happen to us 
they should get something out of it too, but Robert has done the work on the 
farm. So there'll be other thing that the other kids can get so that it's fair sort of. 
It's hard to figure out (Taylor). 

4.4. Threats to the family farm 

4.4.1. Farm size and economies of scale 

The participants in this study consider that there are a number of threats to the 
continued existence of family owned and operated farms. There is a substantial 
literature that suggests these fears are widespread among farmers (see for instance: 
Jones and Tonts 1995; Vanclay 2003; Edwards et al 2008a).  The inability of family 
farms to find the same economies of scale as larger operations can put them at such a 
disadvantage that farmers feel their existence is threatened. One participant and his 
partner voiced a commonly-held opinion: 

This is probably what kills the smaller family farm as much as anything else. Their 
demand to have cheaper prices, which in turn makes the feedlots get bigger because 
the price has to be relatively cheaper and it keeps cycling and cycling and over time 
you're going to have to have such big farms that I don't know what's going to be left 
over (June and Carter). 
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The emergence of 'mega farms' has led to the creation of enterprises that do not have 
the same relationship to the local economy and society as family farms typically have.  
Family farms are more embedded in the local economy and indeed there is something of 
an inter-dependent relationship between local regional economies and family farms.  
There is credible scholarship that supports this belief (Jones and Tonts 1995;  Lyson et 
al 2001; Edwards et al 2007).  Big farms are, in the opinion of many residents, less likely 
to purchase local goods and services. Moreover, they do not have to operate with the 
same degree of goodwill that smaller, locally-based farms do; they have less loyalty to 
the region and can behave, in the view of many, with a degree of ruthlessness:  

The other thing that I don't particularly like to see in agriculture and it's the way of 
the future they say, but we're starting to get these mega farms and it's going to take 
away from family farms. There's a big feedlot it's called [name of company]. 
Anybody in the cattle feeding business or in the cattle business probably knows it. 
They feed 30,000 head, they farm 20,000 or 30,000 acres now, it's got to that mega 
size. We used to sell silage to them, we used to sell hay to them, when they were 
small. So they were actually part of the community. Now they just walk over 
anybody. They walked over... I was renting a piece of land. They came in with bigger 
dollars, you're just a nobody to them.... (Jackson). 
 

Figure 12: Small feedlots find it difficult to compete 

 
 
One farmer concedes that for many farms expansion is the key to long-term viability. 
However, he is not sure that he wants to be involved in this kind of large-scale 
enterprise. Expansion, in an attempt to compete with large feed-lots, would transform 
his current operation into something he and his partner don't want to operate: 

So they go to a place like mine. I feed 1,200. Part of the problem is economies of 
scale. I'm getting to be the minority in the feedlot business. The majority is 30,000 
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head feedlots or 20,000 or 10,000 because of economies of scale. Back to employees. 
This way if you have 10,000 head,  you are the feed-truck driver. You are the pen 
checker. You are the maintenance man. You are the mechanic.  You're going to have 
to make such a big step that I would rather quit the beef business than expand. I can 
see there's too many big feedlots already than what there should be. It's going to be 
tough competition (June and Carter). 

4.4.2. High cost of inter -generational transfer  

Another threat to the continuation of the family farm is the high cost of passing it on to 
the next generations. For some farmers, the high value of their property means it is too 
financially onerous for their children to take on the property. Farmers want their family 
to inherit because of the strong bond they have with the property, but the costs of 
starting out now are often regarded as being too high for subsequent generations: 

To me sometimes it's kind of scary to think that we've set up this operation...like 
if you start going through your books and your valuation you kind of went 
"Wow." But what the hell would I do with it? Turn around and do the same thing 
that I'm doing. Like you said, do I move from this place to this place to this place? 
Maybe to survive maybe we are forced to do that at some point, but I have spent 
my life, we grew every tree around here. I've put too much into this place and 
that is always kind of a little bit of a problem too and we're going through it and a 
lot of operations it's a real problem to try to move that farm or ranch into the 
next generation because when we moved here, why we were able to buy a lot of 
this land [cheaply] it was so badly done  (Jackson). 
 

Many of the farmers in this study would like their children to take over the running of 
the property and many, though not all, of the children would like to inherit and run the 
property. However, the cost of buying into the operation can be prohibitive, as one 
couple relate: 

The boy is 13 and [girl's name] is 10, so it's a bit early [to know if they will take 
over the property].... One of the questions was "Is it worse that they want to 
farm, or that they don't want to farm?"Because if [son's name] wants to start 
farming, or [daughter's name], you've got a $2 million operation or better, 
depending on what the value is when they're 25 or 30, so they'll have to work a 
whole generation almost just to pay (June and Carter). 
 

Another farmer offered a bleak assessment of the financial capacity of his children to 
become farmers, 'This guy... he asked me "Do your kids want to farm?"  I said, "It doesn't 
matter." He asked me why, "Well the price is too high" '(Mitch). 

4.5. Threats to the community 

4.5.1. Population loss and community viability  

Threats to the family farm are regarded as a simultaneous threat to the economic and 
social viability of rural communities. In an almost universal phenomenon, there is a 
belief among farmers that as farm sizes increase, the size of the local community 
diminishes and its economic and social vibrancy is tarnished (see Lyson et al 2001; 
Edwards et al 2007; Edwards et al 2008a). According to two respondents in this study:   
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...as the farms get bigger you lose families. You have less kids in your school, you 
have less community functions, you have less neighbors to visit with... When he 
went to school you'd have 120 kids and now we're down to 54 at our little 
school (June and Carter). 
 

Figure 13: Loss of family farms is a threat to rural communities 

 

These kinds of changes mean that these farmers, like those in many locations, are 
fighting to keep their local community viable and to retain its services. The functioning 
of their community has direct and significant impacts on the lives of farming families: 

Where for us it's lifestyle to that has to be considered; quality of life. So like 
we've worked really hard to keep the school because why would you want to 
send kids out of here when it's probably four hours a day on the bus; two in the 
morning and two at night. because it's an hour to get them into [place name] and 
it's at least an hour express bus anywhere else. So things like that you know you 
try to keep your little community alive, but it's a challenge. Farms get bigger and 
fewer people all the time (Ella and Oscar). 
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Figure 14: Fears are held for the future of rural communities 

 

One much-disliked consequence of the de-population of rural areas and the detrimental 
impact it has on rural communities is the way it narrows the opportunities for young 
people. This concern has been expressed by Australian farmers (see Edwards et al 
2008b). Ella and Oscar reveal how tenaciously rural communities fight to have the 
services they need, particularly those that give young people opportunities: 

...that's the school there...we're a hundred kids in a kindergarten to grade twelve, 
and so under the government's right sizing we'll never get a big gym and we'd 
play high school sports in it, so we could never have tournaments or anything, so 
the community just decided to build their own multi-purpose facility. They 
raised a million, and there's one hundred and seventy-seven that live in the 
village and about six hundred around. Raised a million and it come in at 1.3 so 
that got another three hundred thousand, they got a big supper here too, but they 
just built they gym so the kids could have it and let the school use it. 
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Figure 15: Rural communities fight to remain strong and viable 

 

While people fight hard to provide facilities for young people, there are advantages and 
disadvantages for young people in rural communities. Respondents like the fact that 
young people in rural settings are part of a close-knit community, but they are aware of 
the restricted opportunities for them. This does mean that some young people are keen 
to get away as soon as possible. This can leave community members feeling concerned 
about the ongoing existence of the community, because young people often feel forced 
to leave by the limited educational and employment opportunities available: 

...there's five or six kids in a grade, right. And everybody knows everybody and 
there is not cliques or anything, right. It's actually a really good small town. That 
way it's really good for kids, but there again, right,  not a lot for opportunity here, 
right... the grocery store in town. ...It's the only employer in town, right, and they 
only hire the odd kid to help out every once in a while. So as far as opportunity 
for kids there's really not much in anything, right. It's a small town, which good 
and bad, right. It's good for the younger kids for sure, but the older kids can't 
wait to get going to high school in [place name], right (David).  
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Figure 16: Rural communities struggle to give young people opportunities 

 

4.5.2. Influx of non -farming people  

While farmers are enthusiastic about their local farming-based community, they do 
perceive an influx of non-farming people into their area as a threat to the fundamental 
character of their community.  Rural communities are culturally distinct; they have 
commonly held norms and values that guide much of community life and there are long-
standing traditions of mutual support and sharing. People who come into the 
community without understanding and respecting that culture can threaten its social 
fabric (Dempsey 1993).  These new entrants or lifestyle farmers are particularly 
resented because they demonstrate a lack of respect for local cultural values and 
community norms and, as a consequence, behave in ways that are harmful for the 
community, by fragmenting farming land and diminishing community cohesion: 

...we've seen a few people that... they had their lifestyle here, did whatever and 
then they kind of raped the land away from the community. It just got all 
fragmented. Agriculture, the neighbours didn't even get a sniff...I guess you can 
do that in the city but you're not effecting the community, but a lot of these guys 
will come in there and they'll say 'Oh, well we want to come out to the country 
and we want to live in the country'. So they'll come in and they'll buy a pretty 
good sized portion, say a forty acre parcel or maybe a quarter, and all they're 
looking for is dollars, they don't give a damn about the rest of the community. 
They just want to fragment that and pull their dollars out and they're gone. We 
can't do that. We're stuck here. We've spent our life building our place...Those 
guys they can pull in and be gone.... They were in there not more than 2 years. 
They took 10 acres and split it into 3 parcels. You see, what are they doing? If 
they want to live that close why the hell didn't they stay in town rather than 
coming and fragmenting our countryside up. There was an old saying 'leave the 
country to us and keep the city in the city'. So it does really change your 
community to we've got way more people in our area now and I know way less. 
There's people that are a mile or two, three down the road right in our 
surrounding circumference that we've never met. That's the difference (Jackson). 
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Encroaching urban development is another perceived threat to rural communities.  New 
developments open up and these may have two potential threats to rural communities. 
The first is that some of these new inhabitants may not necessarily fit into a rural 
community. The second threat is that in some instances agricultural land can be 
sacrificed to these developments: 

We've got some very good people that have really wanted to become part of the 
community. They love our way of life. That's why they've moved out, but we've 
also got some that have come out for whatever reason that think they want to get 
out but don't become part of the community and that has never happened before, 
prior to the... When we first moved here it was all an agricultural community. 
Everybody knew everybody... there's a small community  called [name], ... it's an 
old townsite.... Now it's getting filled up as a little acreage development againɂ
which is alright, I'd rather see that being developed as a little acreage 
development in a community rather than fragmenting the whole agriculture area 
(Jackson). 
 

4.6. What people dislike about farming 

4.6.1. Regulation  

While farmers in this study were eloquent about the aspects of farming they loved, they 
were also articulate about its less desirable components. It is likely that the negative 
aspects of farming, along with its positive dimension, will play a part in the decision-
making processes adopted by farmers. One area that many farmers were vehement 
about is bureaucracy. Farmers express a strong dislike of having regulations imposed 
on them by governments and other bureaucratic structures. One farmer, for instance, 
claims that identifying cattle by tagging them rather than branding them is a source of 
wasted time for farmers. This is one example of how farmers perceive that bureaucrats 
who have little ideas of the reality of farmer's lives impose systems on them that are 
onerous: 

They can take that electronic stuff as far as I'm concerned. It's great, but it's 
totally made our work load... We used to run cows and we'd sell our cows and we 
have to keep expanding to that extent, but since we had BSE now we've got our 
cattle all identified. Next year they want us to tell them where our cattle are, so 
they want us to read these ID tags so that when we move cattle from one pasture 
to the other we're supposed to run these cattle through. Somebody idiot sitting 
at a laptop; it sounds great on a laptop but in practicality it's a nightmare. It's just 
more work to us, more cost to us, more stress on our cattle, and what is it gaining 
us? We used to run cattle off of brands. We didn't need ID tags. We still use 
brands. We had cattle get mixed up this summer. How do we find them? With 
brands, not with ID tags. So we're really getting pushed into a stream that we're 
never going to get out  [of] (Jackson). 
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Figure 17: Farmers say bureaucratic decisions ignore good farming practice 

 
 
In another instance,  a national scheme that involved having an electronic monitoring 
system for livestock is seen to add unreasonably to farmers costs and, therefore, to be 
another threat to farm viability: 

That's a radio frequency tag. I can see all the benefits that go along with it...It's a 
national program. You can scan it and you can put it in your computer. You can keep 
good track of health, weight gain, when they're born. Whatever information you 
want to put in there, but on the other hand, when the bureaucracy holds the reins on 
the program where does it end? That also increases the cost to farmers by 
implementing new rules every year that you have to follow. If I have to buy a 
scanner and a computer and a scale on my processing chute for 1,200 head or I have 
to buy that same amount of equipment for 12,000 head it becomes eventually you 
drive a few more people out of the business. Well, a scanner must be $1,000, 
wouldn't it? A handheld scanner? Yeah, the scanner is $1,000 and then whatever 
computer program you want to get. And a scale on your thing is probably $2,000. 
(June and Carter). 

Some farmers feel that they are unduly regulated by various layers of government and 
that it is farmers themselves who bear the cost of this regulation. The government, in an 
attempt to satisfy global markets, has ordained that all cattle have to be age-verified. 
This requirement has the potential to add significantly to farmer's costs, in terms of 
time and financial outlays. As operators of a business, some farmers argue that they 
should have the right to make certain decisions about their operation, rather than 
having them imposed on them by bureaucracies:  
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Everybody is trying to reorganise us at our cost and we don't see any benefit. If 
we would get some payback on it, like actually they started out two or three 
years ago with age verifying and we got on it right away. We did the age verifying 
and if we sold our calves at the market hopefully somebody was going to buy 
them at a little bit of a premium because they were age verified and we did sell 
our calves three years ago...they got a $20 premium because they were age 
verified cattle. Now our smart government has decided that look, to sell cattle all 
over the world we need our cattle all age verified so right away once all the cattle 
are age verified we lose all those premiums because they're all in one block. 
We're the ones, we get the cost of putting the tag in the cattle, doing the 
processing of the cattle, and doing all the records of these cattle. There's people 
that are running these projects or are the regulators and verifiers and whatever 
else, they're making way more money than we are. We're struggling trying to 
keep ourselves afloat in this cattle industry and they just keep loading us with 
more costs. I'm not saying it's not all good, but all the sudden we have to do it. 
It's mandatory, mandatory, mandatory and as far as I'm concerned it should be 
up to us. If we see that there's a value in it let us do it. If somebody else doesn't 
he gets less for his cattle that's his problem. When you shove everybody into the 
same bucket we all get poured out of the same bucket (Jackson). 
 

Figure 18: Farmers dislike what they regard as excessive regulation 

 
 

This farmer also considers that the regulations around food safety are an impost on 
farmers and of dubious benefit to consumers. The real benefit of such legislation, he 
considers, is that it allows supermarket chains to protect themselves and farmers are 
relatively powerless in this situation: 

...farm food safety. Now it's great that farmers are doing this to prove that you're 
doing a good job, but what scares me is that it's just as much a transfer of liability 
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as it is a food safety issue. You do have to do a good job, and most farmers 
automatically do a good job, but like a needle in the beef,  [supermarket brand 
name] does not want to get sued because somebody brought a roast home and 
there was a broken needle in it, so they want to be able to track is, so the last guy 
that doesn't do a good job with his on farm food safety is probably going to be 
liable. We all should do a good job, and it's good to do that and we do it here, but 
it just scares me what can happen from the other end (June and Carter). 
 

Figure 19: Farmers dislike regulations they say have no benefits 

 

Some of the participants in this research argue that largely unfounded concerns over 
consumer safety are a catalyst for increasing regulation of the farming sector by 
governments. Such regulation, they argue, offers no benefits to farmers, but it does 
impose unnecessary costs on them: 

Along the same lines the Environmental Farm Plan we did that to start proving 
that we do do a good job and along with that, and I can see it happening more 
and more like Europe. Even the last, since BSE, a lot of European farmers are 
moving to Canada because you're a little bit more free here. The next five to ten 
years we're going to be very much more regulated and I don't believe it's going 
to make the consumer any safer but it puts more people on the backs of 
agriculture that have to make a living off of food. We're not getting the financial 
benefit but you're getting the cost. I don't know how you would go about solving 
that problem...the bureaucracy that can get built up around any kind of a 



43 

 

program that you come up with. Once you start a bureaucracy of food safety it'll 
never be less. Because every so many years... It's like job security, 'Well let's see 
if we can solve some more problems',  because then that makes my job more 
important (June and Carter). 

4.6.2. Unremitting nature of farm work  

While farmers comment on the freedom and autonomy that farming gives them, the 
corollary is that they must take responsibility for all aspects of the farming operation at 
all times. This can give rise to a sense that farm work is unremitting; there is rarely any 
break, as Taylor's account describes, '...when you're home you're always working, you 
can't get away from it. There's always lots to do so you do it'.  As another farmer 
expressed it, '...I guess you wouldn't have to work all the time but it seems like you do' 
(David).  Part of the problem of high, unending work-loads is that farmers work by 
themselves, or with family members; there isn't a labour-force to which outstanding 
tasks can be delegated, '...you're stuck too. If you only work by yourself and your own 
family you never get a break (June and Carter). James tells how at certain times of the 
year, he can go long periods without having a day off 

.. .our farm is fairly big and you keep fairly busy, so I pretty much run for, you 
know it takes us a month at least to seed, so were thirty days on and you don't 
get a break (James).  

The constancy of the tasks associated with farm- work is accompanied by farmer's 
sense that they are always behind schedule. There is a sense of oppression in the way 
some farmers describe the unrelenting nature of farm work. In David's words: 

....the problem with farming, you're honestly never, ever done. You're never 
caught up. You are somewhat like that jobs done, but there's 400 more and it's 
like okay well I might get a hundred of them done this year and then the other 
300 hopefully in the next five. That's the unfortunate part of it, right. You are 
never done.  

It is not just the constancy of farm work that can leave farmers feeling worn down, 
unexpected events, such as storms, can create emergency situations, to which farmers 
must respond: 

A little windstorm tree came down on the horse shed and destroyed it so we had 
to put a new roof on it. That's when- that could have been a day off. That's what 
you end up doing on a day off, right (David).  
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Figure 20: Farm work can be unpredictable and unremitting 

 

4.6.3. Unpleasant tasks 

Because most farmers in this study have to do all aspects of farm work, they must also 
do jobs that they find distasteful, because there is nobody else to do them. Bruce 
provides an illustration of doing unpleasant work, because in small operations 
everything falls to farmers: 

That's the sump for the pumps and those screens plug and it involved climbing in 
there and cleaning them every so often and I cannot think of anything more 
despicable that that. But in an operation like this everybody does what you gotta 
do.   
 

Figure 21: Unpleasant tasks are part of the farming life 
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Another task that attracted negative comment from farmers was dealing with 
equipment breakdown.  Most farms are now reliant on complex and expensive 
machinery and when it malfunctions, it can throw well-planned schedules into disarray. 
Farmers can be left to deal with emergencies that are time-consuming and frustrating:  

...our knives break on our combine lots especially with tougher crops and stuff 
like that. Both the hired men were gone when we were finishing off this and yeah 
we didn't go an hour and we only had a day left and there goes one of them and 
breaks. So yeah, I go back to the shop and had to go fix that and then my dad's 
chain came off the combine and I was in the shop fixing my combine and he was 
out in the other combine and he can't get up into the tight spaces and put the 
chain back on so he calls me. I'm like 'I'm working on this one but okay'.  Drive all 
the way out there, put the chain back on for him, come back and yep, a half an 
hour later it came off again (James).  

Figure 22: Equipment breakdown is a common dislike 

 
 

Even where farmers have a labour pool on which they can draw, they often feel that 
they must continue to do the most unpleasant tasks because they cannot recruit and 
retain workers if they are asked to do these jobs: 

See and that's the other reason why it's hard to attract employees. Nobody wants 
to do this kind of crap anymore so inevitably the owner ends up doing the worst 
jobs. You cannot pay someone enough to do the kind of work that needs to be 
done. You have to get in there. You can't always put the hired help, because 
they'll end up looking for another job, so you've got to give them the good jobs 
and the bad jobs and do that yourself. (June and Carter) 

While office work and managerial tasks may not qualify as unpleasant tasks in the way 
dirty or dangerous ones do, some farmers still find long periods in the office, running 
the business, one of farming's least attractive components: 

So it's sometimes too much work in the office for me when you think I'm a 
farmer, but I spend a lot of time on the phone and in the office and it's changed a 
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lot in the last ten years that way (James).  

Figure 23: Office work is an increasing part of farmer's lives 

 

4.6.4. Trespassers 

Another feature of living on a farm that some respondents disliked was having hunters 
and campers invade their property. Apart from the sense of violation, such unwanted 
visitors sometimes damage farm property: 

say well what would you think if I drove on your lawn and decided to light a fire 
and start camping right there. You know it's the same thing; it's just on a bigger 
scale out here.  Some guys are very nice but you get an awful lot of...You'll come 
out when it's pheasant hunting season and you'll hear shots going off 
everywhere We've had at times, like they'll get into a lot of our land, like they're 
big pastures, and they can't find the gate to get out so they just cut the fence (Ella 
and Oscar). 
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5.  Economic conditions 

Table 2: Economic conditions themes and sub-themes 

Economic conditions 

Theme Sub-theme 

Uncertainty of farming Volatile markets 

Weather 

Globalized economy  

Profit Margins  

Oil and mining companies  

Labour  

Diversification  

Efficient farm management Technology 

 

5.1. Uncertainty of farming 

One element of farming operation that interviewees commented on at length was the 
degree of uncertainty that characterises their livelihood. They express an opinion that 
they are at the mercy of fluctuating livestock and commodity prices, markets that can be 
volatile, fluctuations in the value of the currency and the predictable unpredictability of 
the weather.  These are 'routinely' unpredictable factors, but other unforseen 
occurrences, such as the outbreak of BSE, can create havoc with carefully laid plans. 
This range of factors contributes to the decision making process among farmers, 
shaping what they grow, what livestock they keep, whether to diversify and whether to 
persist with a commodity when prices fall. 

5.1.1. Volatile markets  

Farmers must deal with constantly fluctuating livestock and commodity prices. Many 
farmers therefore try to have crops as well as livestock to minimize the risks to their 
income stream: 

...the farming is the main thing. For what we're losing on the hog barns it had better 
not be the main thing. It's terrible. The prices are terrible. Like, we're operating at a 
deficit, and the cattle are still making something. I mean, not making as much as they 
would like to make on them, but they're not selling them for a loss either... as far as 
the hogs go it's a disaster (Joni).  

Farmers consider that they are at the mercy of many forces. The value of domestic 
currency, the general state of the economy, farming practices in other markets and the 
outbreak of diseases such as BSE can pose considerable challenges for farmers trying to 
maintain reasonable business operations: 
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the tough times that we've been having in the cattle industry since BSE and the 
ÄÏÌÌÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȢȢȢ 2ÉÇÈÔ ÎÏ× ×ÅͻÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
cattle industry. The economics, the recession, people aren't eating the high cut 
meats, the US is killing off all their dairy cows cause they've got too many dairy cows 
down there, so there's a lot of impact that is hitting us at the same time and it's not 
what we used to kind of figure was the regular cycle of the cow build-up and cow 
sell-off. We kind of joke about it. It's a pretty good hobby. Are you supposed to make 
money at a hobby, I don't know, but at the same time you have to run it as a pretty 
good business or you're going to lose your hobby (Jackson). 
 

Figure 24: Commodity prices fluctuate constantly 

 
 
Market fluctuations, however, are not just difficult for individual farmers to cope with; 
they can affect the structure of a given farming industry, which can have significant 
implications for the viability of both particular branches of industry and for individual 
farms. One farmer tells how: 

They go up and down, but they've been down for a long time. They've never been 
down for as long as they have been down. It seems like they're not recovering. It 
almost looks like we're going to have to slash half of the industry for it to recover 
(Joni). 

Another farmer demonstrated how dips in prices can make it difficult to make decisions. 
Livestock may be kept because the price is not good enough to make it worthwhile 
selling them: 

And we're got some cows. Them are just some calves that we weaned. I don't know 
how long we are going to keep them, but the price is the pits right now, so we kept 
them and weaned them for a while anyways. And that's probably my least favourite 
part of the farm. I'm not a real cow lover, they're good for diversification I guess; 
they don't make you any money (Randy).  
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5.1.2. Weather  

Fluctuating market conditions and the neo-liberal economic order contribute to the 
uncertainty that characterises farming. However, the weather is still a prime 
contributor to the risky and unpredictable nature of farming and can make planning and 
decision-making very difficult for farmers.  David tells of how weather in one season can 
have implications for crops for an entire year, with obvious implications for the 
economic performance of the farm: 

Super saturated, and if the fall doesn't cooperate, which it didn't...but you'll have 
a heck of a time getting it on the ground and if you don't get worked in the fall 
you're in big trouble in the spring.... 

Deciding when to irrigate can also be a difficult decision that is fraught with uncertainty.  
There is never a guarantee that rain will fall at the time it is needed. Conversely, too 
much rain can render fields un-useable in certain seasons. In David's words:  

...a lot of guys called me crazy- when I started to farm and the very first year I got 
a real nice break into flood irrigated farming...I ploughed that, my other piece 
there, and it was bone dry in the spring and I had to try to flood irrigate it before 
you seeded it. Total disaster. You literally sit out there every- like physically all 
day long, just keep moving the water. Because it just ×ÁÓÈÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÄÉÓÁÓÔÅÒȟ 
horrible. It was June when I seeded and I said 'that will never ever happen to me 
again' (laughs). And everybody thought I was nuts for doing it in the spring 
anyway. Most guys would just seed it and hope the heck that it would rain. It 
didn't rain! ...the big problem if you fall irrigate- fall flood irrigate and don't get it 
worked in the spring. If you create that clod, that mud lump. In the spring it 
becomes concrete. If you do it in the fall it mellows over winter and that field will 
be beautiful in the spring.  

Farmers can suffer different kinds of extreme weather conditions in a year, with 
consequences for more than one crop. Hail damages some crops, while cold weather can 
harm others: 

Most of our crop this year was baled because it was hailed out so bad. It was 
baled and sold for feed and that's just a truck sitting there ready to go to the feed 
lot. Actually the conditions in the field were very good, you know. For a harvest 
it's not too wet, but the beets froze in the ground and now they're not suitable for 
storage (Danny). 

One farmer reveals how devastating extreme weather can be and how it limits the 
control he can exercise over his farming operation. The time and cost associated with 
sowing a crop can be undone by unpredictable weather: 

And this is frost. You remember what the beets are supposed to look like? This is 
what they look like now. This I took yesterday morning. They're all frozen. 
They're all down. You can hardly do much. This frost came October the eighth, I 
think. It was way too early. Usually right towards the end of the beet harvest 
you'll get it... I think we were forty percent into the harvest at that point, or not 
even. A farmer can't control the weather, but sometimes devastating weather 
comes, so that's what I thought is the worst thing about being a farmer: weather 
(Mitch). 
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Figure 25: Extreme weather can decimate crops and damage infrastructure 

 

In the face of this constant uncertainty, some farmers try to practice a philosophy of 
acceptance that the weather is outside their control: 

Yeah and that for me I try not letting it bother me. Like it can get on you if things 
happen, but you know you do what you can and whatever happens, like whether it 
be hail or anything like that, like this year we missed the hail. So it was a mile away, 
the year before we got hit, but there were two storms that went through. Like you go 
through Enchant and they got hammered and [friend's name], he got hammered 
there last year pretty bad. But they're kind of out of your control so whatever 
happens happens (James). 

Farming requires careful timetabling. Crops must be planted at particular times, get 
particular kinds of weather at specific times to enable good growth and then get the 
correct climatic conditions for harvesting. A disruption to any element of the cycle can 
disrupt the timetable, as Randy reveals: 

Yeah, normally we're not combining in November. Usually we're done end of 
September or early October. Well October was a write off with all the cold damp 
weather. We didn't do hardly anything in October.  

There can be multiple occurrences of bad weather in a single year that can have 
dramatic impacts on the farm's productivity. Taylor tells how one bad weather event, 
followed by another, reduced his canola crop to about 10% of its normal yield: 

Well yeah, we froze out early in the spring and then crops finally started coming 
and August fist we get one hundred percent hailed out. And then they all started 
over again and then by the time it was time to swath it had froze, so there is 
really no canola out there. Usually we get a sixty or seventy bushel crop, well 
there is maybe six or seven bushels out there. 
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Figure 26: Extreme weather is a continual challenge for farmers 

 

The variability of rainfall is clearly an area of crucial concern to farmers.  Prolonged low 
rainfall has a marked impact on how much water farmers are allocated: 

...1999 was huge rain that year, 2000 there was no rain, I think it was like an inch 
and a half or two inches that year, like nothing, but there was lots of moisture 
from the previous year so it wasn't bad. Then in 2001 it was another year that it 
was dry, and 2000 was dry, so that was the year the all the reservoirs were going 
dry and they were having restriction problems and that's when the BRID put up 
that after that they were going to have a twelve inch rule (James). 
 

Figure 27: Weather events cause crop losses 
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Some farmers take out crop insurance as one means of safeguarding against the risks of 
weather and occasionally it can work in their favour:  

Prices are down but it doesn't matter because we don't have any grain to sell 
because we were hailed out. So the crop insurance has paid us out. It actually 
worked, on some of the crops, worked out better because of the hail storm. 
Because the crop insurance is based on the last year's price. And then we had a 
dry year, so the guys that got the right number of bushels, some of them ended 
up with less than what we got by the time we got the hail insurance cheque and 
then the cheque for the straw that we bailed, and we bought extra hail insurance 
so we came out money ahead on some of it (Taylor). 

The uncertainty that is inherent in farming can be seen by the admission of one farmer 
that what started out as a terrible year ended up being a positive one. This reveals the 
way farmers can rarely be certain of anything: 

Well, we ended up with a pretty decent year. Like we had some hail on our 
irrigation here we got hit pretty hard. But pretty much all our dry land was 
missed, we didn't get any hail, and we started out with a terrible year. Terrible 
dry and cold and then it started raining in July and I actually thought out dry land 
was too far gone when it started to rain, but it came back and it was later than 
normal. But we ended up with, I don't know, probably above average crops on 
the dry land. Like our dry land, some of it is in summer fallow, so those crops 
were actually really good (Randy). 

Another farmer reveals how it is difficult to know which crops to plant. Weather 
conditions can influence prices in ways that are difficult to predict. According to Taylor, 
a crop which in normal circumstances is not particularly profitable can suddenly yield 
good prices: 

I like to grow varieties of grow malt but if they don't yield as good as some feed, 
sometimes it's not worth trying. Depends on the outlook in the spring, like two years 
ago they couldn't find enough malt and anything that wasn't even that good they'd 
take it and you got paid really good for it.  
 

5.2. Globalized economy 

Fluctuating prices cannot be dissociated from the effects of a globalized economic order 
and the dismantling of tariff barriers by many nations can see established markets 
disappear: 

Any time any country starts importing it hurts their local markets. All the 
imported meat that is bought is just that much meat less that is produced locally. 
So basically the hog industry is being refined back to the point where it can 
match what the demand is, because your foreign markets just aren't there 
anymore for it. Do I have an opinion on why it's bad? Well, probably a 
combination of things. In '98 I think that was the year when the United States 
became a net exporter of pork, so you know, you get a bit of an oversupply 
locally, and of course Canada has been exporting pork for 40 years already, 
probably (Danny). 

Some farmers voice an opinion that they have lost any real power to influence how their 
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businesses can operate. Some comments suggest that they feel they have become 
ciphers in the current globalized economy. Profit margins are narrowed and smaller 
farms find it difficult to remain viable: 

If we were the kings that we should be, the lord of our lands and being able to do 
things right, we should be getting a better price for our product and little acreage 
people like me should be able to make our living on this when we're this close to 
an urban centre. But I can't afford the labour. There's nothing I can afford in this 
country that I can compete with lettuce growers in California. Greenhouses. 
Tomato greenhouses go bust here. Why? At the south of town there's some nice 
greenhouses. My wife worked for them down there. Beautiful nice greenhouses 
growing tomatoes and they can't make a go of it (Neil). 

In the opinion of some farmers, a globalized neo-liberal economic order generates a 
kind of 'race to the bottom' that is ultimately harmful for everyone.  The constant search 
for lower prices is, ultimately, not in the interests of various kinds of producers. While 
some farmers might bemoan the current economic regime, some acknowledge that they 
too share its rewards and participate in its less beneficial activities.  Their economic 
welfare demands that they patronise enterprises that in the end may be harming their 
own local economy. Their observations do suggest the perception that many people are 
considering themselves trapped by current economic imperatives: 

But by the same token we're our own worst enemy too because a farmer wants 
as good and as cheap a deal as he can get too. If that means buying your oil at 
(name of big chain) instead of the local co-op you'll go to (name of big chain). 
And that party goes back to people in general. What you believe and what you do 
are sometimes very opposite. We all want to live in an affluent country but the 
parking lot is always full at (name of big chain) because you're so darn happy 
you can get such a deal whether it be on clothing or now they're getting into 
food. If you can go buy the same piece of meat for $2.00 less... Who does that 
benefÉÔȩ 7ÈÏ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÒÍȩ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ Á ÂÉÇ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÁÓË ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ 
(June and Carter).  

Figure 28: Large scale corporations - a mixed blessing? 
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The cheaper prices that are a consequence of greatly reduced or non-existent tariffs and 
other forms of regulation are a benefit in one way. However, this economic order risks 
the employment conditions of local workers and may end up harming local economies: 

I always relate it back to just a simple thing like a grain shovel. You can buy a 
grain shovel for $15.00 or you can buy one for $20.00 but if the one for $20.00 is 
made in Canada where they have good environmental regulations and your 
employees have benefit plans but then you go and you're so happy to buy the one 
for $12-15.00 which comes from China or Korea or any third-world country... 
They have no environmental regulations. Their employees are paid less, but 
we're so happy to buy it which might take a job away from somebody who is 
actually buying our product off of our farm. Most people don't see the 
relationship. You need a healthy community and a country. You need healthy 
agriculture, but we're so busy trying to cheapen everything down that in the long 
run I'm not sure if that's going to benefit the country or not (June and Carter). 

 

5.3 Profit margins 

The cost of operating farms is something that farmers frequently comment on. Not 
having easy access to labour, plus the costs of hiring staff, leads some farmers to invest 
in expensive machinery. While it can be a good solution to a management problem, it is 
a significant cost: 

... [we have a] self propelled big high clearance sprayer. It's good, you get a lot of 
acres done fast. We used to, that was a management problem, like spring time 
you've got to spray before you seed and sometimes you just couldn't get it done 
in time because you're doing- I said a lot of the stuff is seed issues, trying to get 
the seed lined up with the fertilizer so we often had to hire guys to come in. And 
that's not always the funniest thing to try and hire someone to come in and 
you've got to show them where to go and make sure they put the right rates on. 
So I bit the bullet and actually bought that sprayer on without even seeing it on 
an internet auction .... a hundred and twenty thousand dollars ..... (James). 

Figure 29: Equipment is a significant cost for farmers 
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High input costs, particularly in the context of a globalized economy, are putting 
considerable pressure on farm's profit margins: 

And 30 or 40 percent of the production in Canada has to go somewhere else, so 
our prices are always somewhere else minus the freight, and the feed really was 
high the last couple of years. Because there is such a big feeding industry in 
Southern Alberta, they import corn. Our feed cost is midwest plus freight, you 
know. So we're having some of the highest feed costs in north American and the 
lowest pork price. That makes it hard to stay in business when margins get very 
tight (Danny). 

Figure 30: Freight is one of many costs farmers face 

 
 
Not only are the inputs of farming an area of concern to farmers, they feel that they are 
frequently not competing on a level playing field. The increasing presence of 
agribusiness leaves many family farms feeling that they cannot compete.  This can leave 
some farmers considering their future in farming, as Mitch explains: 

Well these guys all grow potatoes yet, but that's a pretty closed club. Very 
expensive to get into, you pretty well need a million dollars to get into that, and 
that's not most of us. So that's what it could lead to, the future. You know, if you 
can't compete with them there comes a point where you say, 'Well, I guess we're 
for sale too.' 

Some farmers consider that there is little recognition of the costs family farms face in 
comparison with bigger, more commercialized operations. Family farms are less likely 
to cut corners, yet the commodity price fails to reflect the difference in the way they 
operate: 

The price is the price. They don't really care, when the cattle buyers drive by 
they [don't] go, 'It's nice and clean here and there's nice bedding and I know [ 
farmer's name's] been gentle. Let's give him a cent more'.  It doesn't happen. 
We're getting the same price for our beef as the big feedlot. It doesn't matter if 
it's better or cleaner or more humane (June and Carter). 
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Apart from the costs of feed, seed, machinery, the cost of land is becoming a key factor 
in getting into the industry or expanding once in there. For some farmers the margin 
between their costs and their profits is becoming increasingly thin: 

The one thing that we are sitting here with is we started buying some of this 
land, when I started we bought some of this land for $70 an acre and within 10 
years it was 700 to 1200 dollars an acre. It was still the same land, it was still 
producing the same and in a lot of cases the commodities were not a whole lot 
different. Over the years our biggest change has been that our input costs have 
gone up so dramatically over our product values. So it's tougher (Jackson). 

Another farmer made a similar observation. In his opinion, maintaining profits requires 
increasingly bigger operations and this can kind of expansion can be a difficult barrier 
for family farms, 'You don't make quite the money per head as you did 15 years ago, so 
then you're forced to get bigger numbers to make the same amount'. (June and Carter). 
Another farmer also commented that rising input costs made farming a more precarious 
enterprise than it had previously been. Making money from family farms is harder these 
days and the risks are greater: 

But it was so different, it was easy then, you'd go out and put a little seed in the 
ground and fertilizer didn't cost you any money. You always seemed to get a little 
money out of it and it worked. Now it's so expensive to do anything, mistakes are 
pretty costly (Taylor). 

Figure 31: The cost of inputs is rising according to many farmers 

 

While irrigation has become a key feature of many farming activities in the region, some 
consider that irrigation has more costs associated with it than dryland farming does. 

...there's also a lot more equipment required. I mean I got that much more acres 
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of irrigation, and if I only had straight dry land I could get away with a lot. I mean 
I wouldn't need a disk on dry land. I probably wouldn't need two four wheel 
drive tractors because I'd just seed with one; we don't really do a whole lot, like 
in the spring time I'm usually working ahead the irrigation or I'm using two at a 
time. So it's definitely a lot more but it's a lot more expense too.... They say you 
don't need as many hired men if you don't have just straight dry land because it's 
not near as much work (James). 

Figure 32: Irrigation equipment is an expensive investment 

 
 

Reflecting on the rising land prices in recent years, many farmers wish they had bought 
more land earlier in their career. Had they been able to do so, they would now have 
sizeable and more secure holdings. It may be that the escalation in the cost of land has 
made expansion in the current environment too difficult. James's account is typical: 

Even with the recession it didn't really hit us that bad other than the land prices. 
Luckily we were able to buy land at that low price in the late '60s early '70s that 
'Okay well now we can afford to pay a little bit more because we paid less here.' 
Right at the very start I said if we would have known what we would know now 
we should have taken out a million dollars back then and we could have had one 
hell of a sized ranch. But nobody knew that. In fact, when we bought some of the 
land here we had some of the older fellows, because it was sandy land it wasn't 
good farm land, they said 'you'll never pay for it'.  

There is also a perception that the market for land is being distorted by some elements 
of the population. The Hutterite community are perceived, by some, as one element that 
have helped drive up the price of land. This has made expansion of holdings more 
difficult for some farmers: 
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Yeah, we've expanded over the last, just basically as I've been buying, I started 
buying my first quarter in '91 and I've bought a bunch since then. But the 
Hutterites, you pretty much need someone to want to sell to you and not to the 
Hutterites. Like there has been land sell the last few years and if it gets into a 
bidding war. There's some people that will just go to the Hutterites because they 
know they'll pay more....(James).  

However, they are not the only players perceived to be driving up the value of land. 
Foreign investment in local land has driven up the cost of local land significantly: 

There's foreign money coming into here. Loads of it. Quite a few years ago two 
brothers came in with, I think, $7 or $8 million, then another three brothers 
came in and I heard they had $20 million between the three of them, then a little 
while later this guy came in and I have no idea how many millions he has because 
he keeps buying and buying and buying. They've driven the price of land so high 
here (Mitch). 

Figure 33: The cost of land itself is concerning farmers 

 
 

Another farmer tells how there are competing interests for the land and this too is 
driving prices up. Farmers find it difficult to compete with developers, for example, 
making it difficult for them to increase their holdings: 

Now if we wouldn't have had that developer, If I could have been competing 
against another farm or ranch, just an agriculture aspect he'd have maybe been 
offering that at $900 an acre and I'd maybe pushed him, but we'd have been 
competing against one another for agricultural land, but all the sudden we're on 
a different playing field (Jackson). 
 

5.4. Oil and mining companies  

One factor that does provide some economic relief for farmers is the presence of oil and 
gas companies in some irrigation districts. These companies use of farmer's land 
provides royalties that make a valuable contribution to the economic health of these 
farms. One participant, for instance, tells how oil wells on his property helped him pay 
off his debts and allowed him to refrain from off-farm work: 
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... I got a couple of extra oil wells drilled and that helped make my payments. 
That basically kept me from getting a job off farm because that helped so much 
make my payments (David). 

Farmers may enjoy the economic dividend of having oil wells on their properties, but 
they resent the nuisance value their presence on farming land creates. The companies 
are persistent, but they generally win out in attempting to get access to farmer's land. 
While the income is worthwhile, the wells must be farmed around and farmer 
autonomy is reduced, as Taylor explains: 

They have the rights to the mineral. If you fight with them and try to not have it, 
they'll go somewhere else for now but they'll be back. And it's okay, I've got I 
think six of those wells and they're paying each about three thousand dollars a 
year. It's some extra income and that's for the inconvenience of farming around it 
and they've got a trail into it there... Now maybe fifty years from now somebody 
will want to build something where that pipeline is and you can't. You are 
restricted to what you can do in your own field and it's wherever the pipeline is. 

However, there may be a less obvious consequence of having oil wells, or other mineral 
companies, in the area. As June and Carter explain, the royalties that farmers gain from 
oil wells allows people with relatively small holdings to survive. This may be shoring up 
the existence of small, less than optimally-efficient, holdings, 'We are fortunate in Hays, we 
have a lot of oil activity, so the farmers are able to make a living on a smaller acreage because they 
have a job in the oil patch'  (June and Carter).  
 

5.5. Labour 

The cost of labour is something that influences the kinds of enterprises farmers get 
involved in. One farmer tells how the labour costs influenced his decision to give up 
having cows: 

...there's no money in cows, so what do you cut away? You cut the labour away. You 
got to cut down your costs. Well, if you've got a lot of cows you've got to have a hired 
man. The neighbours here have 8 or 900 cows. You need some men. One guy can't 
take care of 900 cows. It doesn't work (Neil).  

Others tell of how they have to manage their businesses carefully in order to look after 
their labour pool. This requires a considerable degree of management ability because 
there needs to be diverse tasks that can be undertaken if one area of activity slows 
down. It also points to the way family farms are embedded into their local community 
and seek to look after its inhabitants: 

We have eight, and what we do is our guys, we're still doing sod like crazy, we're 
going to switch over and the guys are going to get end-dumps and live-bottoms 
and they're going to start hauling in compost and peat moss all winter. That's 
how we're going to keep them employed. That's part of the keeping people 
employed here. If you get a slow sod day you go get sand or go get a load of peat 
moss. What it's done is allowed us to look after our people properly. Living 
wages and productive (Bruce). 
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However, other farmers suggest that getting good labour is a difficult issue for many of 
them. Labour, in the opinion of some farmers, can be another part of the risks of 
farming. They can be skilled and responsible, or they can damage farm assets: 

 
This is a new piece of equipment that he [employee] was swathing and managed 
to drive in a little bit of a ditch and bend the step. I find that very frustrating and 
disheartening ... Employees can build that nice fence but they can also...Do 
several thousands dollars of damage and go 'Oops, sorry.' (June and Carter). 

Figure 34: The cost of broken equipment can be significant 

 
 

On smaller farms, there is not the same degree of task specialization, so labourers, along 
with farmers, have to willing to take on a large range of tasks. Some tasks require 
specialized skills, but workers who can undertake specialized work are also needed to 
undertake mundane and sometimes unpalatable work. Finding labour with the 
willingness and skill to undertake diverse tasks is another pressing issue for farm 
management: 

I think that's why farms get bigger because then your jobs get more specific. On 
a small farm you're doing everything. It's hard to get people who want to work 
in the hog barn too. Most people don't like it, but the last two people I've had 
don't mind it too much. But the pool isn't deep of people wanting to be a hired 
man. Because on a small farm you're shoveling poop in the morning and driving 
$200,000 piece of equipment in the afternoon, so it's hard to find somebody 
that will sweep the shop and be good at running equipment...You've got to get 
somebody who's willing to do the crappy jobs along with the good jobs. It's hard 
to find. Oh, you just try and work with them more one-on-one and if something 
like this happens you try to, in a somewhat positive way, tell them 'Don't do that 
again. Take your time. Do it right, because this doesn't help anybody' (June and 
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Figure 35:  Farming has l a range of tasks, some of which are low-tech. 

 
 

Much of the available farm labour is not highly skilled. Family farms cannot not easily 
offer the kinds of conditions that will attract more skilled labour: 

...but they are Mennonite families when they brought in the School Act in the 
20s, 30s, 40s somewhere in there. They moved to Mexico but a lot of them kept 
their Canadian citizenship. They farmed communally down there, but they're 
not well off, so they're all starting to move back but the only jobs they can do is 
in agriculture...a big majority of them are illiterate so they become the new farm 
employees. Because chances are, I haven't really looked that hard, but if you've 
got college or university you're going to be your own boss or you're working for 
the multinational companies and making a good wage, three weeks holiday, a 
ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÐÌÁÎȣ(June and Carter). 

While low skilled populations are more willing to undertake some of the menial tasks 
associated with farming, their low literacy and numeracy levels can mean that they need 
quite close supervision, which can be time-consuming for farmers. More skilled, literate 
and numerate members of the population are less willing to consider farm work: 

...really they don't speak or write the English language very well, so they're 
basically illiterate but they like to do manual work. Like they can't run the seed 
plant and if they are tagging cattle for us I usually have to check all their 
numbers. Often have to teach them how to write the numbers first of all, off the 
tags, so it's a challenge but ordinary white people like myself don't want to be 
farm labourers anymore, they want the bosses job, they want to ride around in 
the truck. Very hard to find anybody, like we have wheel lines and that's a lot of 
manual labour, so they're the labour force in southern Alberta (Ella and Oscar). 
 

5.6. Diversification 

One way in which some farmers try to manage the inherent risks associated with 
farming is to diversify their undertakings.  This can provide something of a buffer 
against adverse weather conditions and fluctuating prices. One couple reveal how one 
farmer had an unusual but highly profitable way of diversifying his activity: 

Actually that's a good example of the change in farming. Here's a person drawing 
their living off of developing their farm into a tourist attraction. He made a maze 
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out of this field and he's made 1000 times more money as a tourist attraction 
than he ever would off his corn (June and Carter). 

Other farmers too use highly innovative practices to ensure a stable income stream: 

These guys here from Ontario, they were a sod farm in Toronto and 8 years ago I 
walked by a booth and they're standing there with these "Feeling like a dirtbag" 
t-shirts and what they did as a diversification, they started filling minivault bags 
with a soil amendment and selling to homeowners using their sod equipment in 
the early part of the spring as a diversification project. What they did, in 
Hamilton, kind of started like we did. The first year was 400 bags and in ten 
years in about a 600,000 person market they're doing about 35-40,000 pieces. So 
it's taken a life of its own. We started it four years ago and it's a business that 
doubles every year (Bruce). 

Others take a more conventional diversification pathway by having several different 
crops. Even though prices might be quite good for certain crops, growing several 
different types do provide something of a safety net: 

... corn was starting to come in but not as a corn crop, but as a forage. It's either 
for swath grazing or some for silage. It's not really been big yet. We don't have 
quite the heat units that we need. Other than maybe some potatoes, but as far as 
we're concerned even over grain land depending on what the price of your 
commodities are, I think we still get a better return off of hay land and grassland. 
That's my personal feeling because that's where I'm at (Jackson). 
 

Figure 36: Diversification is one way to minimize the uncertainties of farming 

 
  

Mitch relates how he spread his operation over a diverse set of crops. However, if the 
size of the operation could be increased the costs would be much more manageable. 
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However, getting the extra land necessary to expand operations can be a prohibitive 
cost for many farmers: 

We basically have one quarter beans, one quarter beets and then two quarters of 
grain for the rotation. If we had two quarters of beans or beets then right away 
the machinery is just that much more affordable and the overhead costs or 
whatever get spread over that much more land, but how do you get another 
quarter? 

One farmer has adopted the policy of spending money to make money.  He previously 
didn't spend much money on equipment. However, having outlaid the money, he now 
finds that he has recouped his costs by using the equipment to provide services to other 
farms. This diversification has been good for business. He acknowledges, however, that 
smaller farms find the outlays required by this strategy quite difficult:  

I always thought patching it up and keeping it running, not spending any money 
was thÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÇÏȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕ ÂÕÙ ÎÅ× ÓÔÕÆÆ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙ 
trouble you get more work done, better crops, you do it when you are supposed 
to. And we do a bunch of custom work with those. I make enough money to pay 
for them just on the custom- I do custom spraying with the sprayer and I do 
custom swathing with the swather, so that's helped out a lot. Because a lot of the 
other farmers around are smaller farmers and they don't want to buy new stuff. 
They are like I used to be (Taylor). 

However, in the opinion of some farmers running diverse operations is more difficult 
than it was previously. The cost of inputs makes switching from one form of farming to 
another more difficult than it previously has been. Further, switching to profitable 
activities can easily see the market get flooded as others also move into profitable fields 
of production: 

Well, you know, sometimes you look over the fence and it does look greener on 
the other side. Years ago it was a little easier to switch back and forth, but now 
it's really hard. There's just too many inputs to go from one to the other so 
you've really got to try to ride out what you're doing to stay there...We know that 
this cattle cycles and obviously they've got them everywhere in the world and 
like I said, your prices are up, your prices are down, cattle move fairly slow 
because you've got your sell-off then you get your build-up. To try to catch that 
timing is where you can really make some good money. If you're trying to build 
when everybody else is building it's pretty tough because prices are high, but if 
you can try to sell when everybody's trying to build and build when everybody's 
trying to sell that's kind of the theory of it (Jackson). 

Some farmers also suggest that constantly trying to identify profitable areas of farming 
and switching to them is inherently risky.  One farmer feels that younger people are 
particularly prone to chasing highly profitable areas of activity and lack the necessary 
caution about taking big financial risks. The high cost of inputs means that farmers must 
borrow money from banks when starting new enterprises. This can mean that 
diversification itself can now be a risky undertaking, as one farmer explains: 

We can't afford to be jumping in and out as much. The best we can do is try to 
ride out the rough times and hopefully... Which is very hard for the young 
generation because there's so many dollars to be made out there. Right now I've 
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got my son and my son-in-law ranching with us and it's really tough for them to 
have to be tightening their belts for as long as they've had, but at the same time 
it's probably pretty good lesson because years ago in the early 80s when 
everything was on the boom a lot of them young fellas that had started out at 
that time it didn't really matter what they did , everything was going up and up 
and up and all the sudden when the crash hit it hit them the hardest because 
they'd never ever experienced anything like that. A lot of them lost everything 
ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÁ× ÎÏ ÅÎÄ ÏÆȣ 3Ï ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÒough the depression, so 
he was very cautious. They tried to be able to pay for everything without having 
to use the bank very much at all. We can't operate like that anymore. We do need 
the banks to build. Of course looking back is a whole lot easier. We should have 
made some big moves and not been as cautious at times, but you don't know. It's 
easy to say that afterwards (Jackson). 

5.7. Efficient farm management 

While for many individuals, farming is as much a way of life as it is a job, many farmers 
are increasingly recognizing that farming is a business that requires efficient 
management and efficient farm practices.  In the observation of one farmer, '...probably 
95% or farmers... They do a pretty good job because if you don't you don't survive ....When 
the business is buying your product it's business rules, you know. It's economics' (June and 
Carter). Another farmer relates how carefully he raises his cows to ensure good profits 
for himself. He not only needed to have done the research to identify the best breeds for 
his operation, he crafted elaborate processes for breeding and feeding them: 

Where I made my money in part-time farming was that I bought cross-bred 
Holstein heifers that give lots of milk and were hardy. And I'd breed them back 
Red Angus again and then keep those heifers and so on. I called them my nurse 
cows and what I was doing, my last nurse cow that was besides the milk cow, she 
raised 10 calves a year for me. I would put three or four calves as a time on her. 
She would give as much as any holstein cow. But I didn't leave them on her all 
the time. They were taken away. They were put on her morning and night. Each 
had a teat and took their milk, but then when they were kept aside they had their 
free choice of special grain and nice alfalfa and all the things they wanted to start 
learning to eat, so in three months they were ready to eat grain and hay on their 
own so then I would wean them off and put four more on her, but give here lots 
of grain and keep her fed up and keep her producing. Then they would be done 
and then at the end I'd just put two just to relax her down and ease her up a bit 
and have then for the next few months and then by that time she'd have to have a 
rest to have some calves. I did that two years in a row and I paid $50 for them 
calves off the feedlot of wherever I could find them: feedlot orphans and stuff like 
that. I usually had to keep them another summer on grass in order to get them 
looking good and I'd sell them early in the year like in August off the grass and I'd 
get $900 for some of those steers (Neil). 
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Figure 37: Farmers are finding innovative ways to market their products 

 
 

Others tell of diversifying their enterprise and identifying and succeeding in specialized 
markets. This entailed growing new products and identifying ways of marketing them.  
They also had to make business decisions about whether to have a small set of large 
clients, or diversify their client base by having a larger number of smaller clients. 
Farmers are paying increasing attention to diversifying their operation and in 
marketing their products: 

The goal of this operation, it was just sod at that time and part of it was to 
diversify and have some non correlating businesses and different markets to go 
into where we focus on is some specialty things. We're not the typical sod 
farmer. Most sod farms are just strictly bluegrass here. I would say all of them 
are. We've really centred on the higher end of the market, that's where the golf 
course is, and it's based on quality and genetics and stuff like that.  We've always 
been known for quality and we've always got a slightly higher price than the 
competitor. Quite honestly I think, for ourselves we take a lot of pride in it--to be 
innovative...because building has slowed down and that. I think we've really put 
our marketing hats on and we've kind of attracted a lot of new customers but 
smaller ones and quite honestly that's more sustainable than getting these huge 
jobs. That's kind of more bonus, is our theory. If you can get them great, but let's 
have lots of customers instead of a few (Bruce). 

Some farmers expand their business by horizontal or vertical integration.  One 
individual who started a sod farming business has diversified the kinds of products the 
farm produces and has identified new markets.  The business now needs to develop 
storage and delivery facilities to keep pace with the growth of the business. They are 
considering expanding the business from turf and sod production into landscapes. In 
addition, they are now rethinking the process of what they do and how they brand 
themselves; they have moved beyond thinking of themselves as only a farming 
operation: 
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We're actually in the process of building a building in a site in Calgary. We're 
setting up a store and we need a yard just for the logistics of delivery. We figure 
we have to deliver 16,000 of these bags in 8 weeks and that goes to that many 
houses, so it's outgrown what we're doing, which is good... This business has 
always grown. It's been very focused  on growth, and not for growth itself, but I 
think the success of what we've done, if that makes sense. What we're going to 
do there to the point where we think [company name]is kind of deceiving what 
we do. I think [company name]Turf will be a part of [company name] 
Landscapes.... We have to redefine. We're in the process of working with some 
people of redefining even what we call ourselves and how we present ourselves 
because it doesn't really describe what we're doing. The idea of the next step is 
that we're going to be a landscape supply centre for anything (Bruce). 

Figure 38: Some farmers are utilizing vertical and horizontal integration 

 
 
While there are marketing boards for some products, such as wheat, in the case of other 
produce, farmers must identify their own markets. This requires the acquisition of a 
very different skill set and the deployment of a wider range of skills than is required 
only by crop production. In addition, many farmers need business skills in negotiating 
contracts with some sellers. 

... you've got to do all your own marketing. Now with our crops the sugar beets are 
all under contract with the factory. There's only one place to sell them. The beans 
are all under contract, so once you've grown them they're gone, you don't worry 
about the. The Canadian Wheat Board sells all our wheat and we sign contracts for 
that. You start growing some vegetables or whatever and you've got to go 
somewhere and find a market for it. It's a whole different ballgame again (Mitch). 

Another farmer reveals that he considers the future of farming to lie with those who are 
able to exercise entrepreneurial skills, who can achieve significant degrees of 
integration and who can source their own markets. According to this individual, farmers 
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have to become imaginative about the possibilities for farming; fresh vision and 
innovative activity will, he believes, characterise successful farmers of the future: 

Like when you get back to that do I want to expand the feedlot, not me anymore but I 
see such a potential out there in agriculture but the young generation has to be able 
to dream big. The guys I admire are like Gouw Onions from Taber. Spitz sunflower 
ÓÅÅÄÓȢ &ÁÃËÅÒȭÓ ÉÎ "Ï× )ÓÌÁÎÄȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÍÉÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÖÅÎÄÅÒȢ 4ÈÁÔͻÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌÉÔÙȢ 
That made it very big because they do the production and they do the final product, 
ÁÌÍÏÓÔȢ ,ÉËÅ 'ÏÕ×ȭÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÎ ÂÁÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÌÌ ÔÈÅÍȢ 3ÐÉÔÚȟ 
ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÅÖÅÒÙÂÏÄÙ ËÎÏ×Ó 3ÐÉÔÚ ÓÕÎÆÌÏ×ÅÒ ÓÅÅÄÓ ÁÎÄ &ÁÃËÅÒȭÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÊÕÓÔ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ 
market. There's lots of potential out there but you can't get stuck in doing the same 
[thing]... (June and Carter). 

5.7.1. Technology 

One element of adopting efficient farming and management principles is the use of 
technology. Sophisticated technology is now a routine part of many farming operations. 
However, it is clear that not all farmers have the same appetite for its adoption, nor the 
same skill level in its use. One participant tells of using the computer and internet for 
many aspects of his farming operation. He thinks that farmers, as a group, are 
enthusiastic about technology and that it's the uptake by them is high: 

This is the net too. This is the weather. We use that for information. The next one 
we also use the net quite a bit now for searching for machinery and stuff. And of 
course computers are good for sharpening the mind too. I spend quite a few 
hours doing this. Farmers are very eager to embrace technology. I've heard this 
from other professional people too. If something comes up they've got it right 
away. Now they were all using cell phones right away and GPS now too. I used to 
pride myself on how straight I could drive. Now every kid with GPS around here 
can drive straighter than me..... Most people around here now are GPS and stuff 
like that. They just embrace whatever technology (Mitch). 

Figure 39: Farmers are using increasingly sophisticated technology 
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Another individual, however, confides that he is less enthusiastic about various forms of 
technology. He was somewhat resistant to the use of a computer in his farming 
business. As a result, he does not have highly-developed skills, though he concedes the 
productive role that computers could potentially play in his business: 

You know, I mean it's probably a little harder for me because I didn't grow up 
with the electronic stuff. We've got a computer in there that my wife knows how 
to run a little bit and I guess I bucked it and I shouldn't have.... Other guys that 
have got computers I don't know if they're really that much further ahead of me 
in anything else. There's definitely benefits with it and we're actually getting 
forced into it because so many programs are on the computer now, which I guess 
is okay but all the sudden you're spending a lot of time on the computer. That's 
from an old cowboy. I only got a cell phone last year too (Jackson). 

However, another participant is a more enthusiastic advocate of computers and the 
internet. He gets farm reports and market prices via the internet. He also uses it to buy 
equipment. In his opinion, it allows him to more efficiently manage many aspects of his 
business activity. He feels he is a better informed consumer in relation to purchasing 
farm equipment: 

I'll check the e-mails just to see- I get farm reports and stuff gets e-mailed to me. 
Markets yeah, I check the canola price pretty much every day and stuff like that. 
Buying stuff, like when I'm looking to buy a new sprayer, I went online and you 
can price out your own sprayer with the specs to see what it is. I mean that's not 
what the dealer is going to sell it to you but it gives you an idea what the options 
are and stuff like that. Pictures of stuff that you want to buy, like when I wanted 
to buy that sprayer I obviously seen pictures of the sprayer before I was bidding 
on it and stuff like that. So you don't have to be there all the time because of the 
computer. I would be pretty rare for someone to be able to buy, in a phone call 
even, to buy a piece of equipment if you've never seen a picture of it or anything 
like that. If the internet wasn't there I wouldn't, you'd be afraid to (James). 

Figure 40: Computers are increasingly integral to farm management 

 



69 

 

The attitude to and aptitude with technology is associated with generational differences. 
Younger people are more comfortable and skilled with its use, while older people find it 
more alien and less user-friendly. This can mean that considerable time has to be 
devoted to helping older people use equipment effectively: 

The technology that seems to be just in the last five years- So in the cab this isn't 
even everything, I mean I've got a couple other monitors you can start adding 
and then the satellite radio you can throw that in there. And you got your GPS, 
this is an auto-steer, the tractor steers itself, and then your monitor for the 
seeder. I mean technology, it's good on my side, my dad is kind of retiring and 
some of that stuff is almost a little bit above his head...once he gets a handle on it 
it's good but if it doesn't work for him the way it's supposed to it's hard to 
trouble shoot for him and it's hard for me. We have BHF radios, hand-held radios 
and talk back and forth and it gets frustrating when I'm saying,  'push this 
button', ' do that'. And he's on one equipment and I'm on something else and 
where I've had to stop and go out and show him how to do it. And it doesn't 
matter who it is, if you're anybody, new technology is tough to get your handle 
on (James).  
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6. Environmental issues 

Table 3: Environmental issues themes and sub-themes 

Environmental issues 

Theme  Sub-theme 

Farmers and water Competing interests 

Government regulation 

Importance of irrigation  

Irrigation districts Water conservation 

Rehabilitation of infrastructure 

Costs for irrigation districts 

Improving irrigation efficiency Changes in irrigation practice 

Pivots 

Stewardship  

Farms and local ecology  

Sustainable Farming Practice  

GMOs  

Climate change  

 
There is a much greater general awareness of the multi-faceted environmental 
problems besetting contemporary society. Farmers have traditionally had a 'bad-press' 
in relation to the environment, having been regarded as exploiting the land without due 
regard for sustainability.  It is clear that environmental problems will be an increasing 
aspect of farm management. One pressing environmental issue facing farmers is the 
need to have secure access to water. Erratic climatic conditions and competing interests 
for water are two of the biggest obstacles farmers are required to overcome to ensure 
their future water supplies 
 

6.1. Farmers and water 

6.1.1. Competing interests for water  

The research population are acutely aware of the issue of water shortage and the 
competing interests for water. Farmers are finding that many bodies want water and 
that as a group they have to spend time and energy advocating for their interests in 
getting secure access to it. They feel caught between the demands of environmentalists 
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and other users of water: 

We're spending more and more time, and probably going forward it will even be 
more so, really trying to protect our interests in terms of water. We've got 
everything from environmentalists who want to see, if they got their way, every 
ounce of it would remain in the river and not be used for anything, I suppose for 
irrigation. There's a shortage of it and everybody wants it (Gordon). 

Farmers and environmentalists are typically on different sides of most issues. However, 
urban centres are also increasingly regarded as a threat to water sources. One town has 
recently had a pipe-line established to ensure its potable water supply. While farmers 
concede that insecure access to water is limiting the development potential of the town, 
they also consider that the pipeline is only a short-term solution: 

The rest of us kind of view it as a short sighted decision on the town of Strathmore's 
part, because they see ...'Our problems are solved for the time being. We'll deal with 
the next issue fifteen years from now.' The drinking water from the town of 
Strathmore (because I'm not sure they've opened the tap on that line yet) has come 
through our system. The town of Strathmore has their own water license, but that's 
only going to take them up to a certain amount of population growth and what do 
you do then? Part of it is physically getting the water to whatever town or location, 
so that's part of it, but the other part is having the license for it. Those licenses are 
granted by the province and probably as you've read or heard, that that moratorium 
that is on no new water licenses out of the Bow River (Gordon). 

There is a perception among some research participants that the needs of growing 
urban populations are being given greater weight in allocating present and future water 
supply. Farmers are not a sufficiently big lobby group to have the power they believe 
urban centres have. In the words of one farmer: 

They didn't directly say this... Nobody come out and directly said you need to save 
35% so we can pass it on to the cities. You know something? All in all that's probably 
a true statement, but it's not a direct directive to say that. The farmers think you 
own it, but at the end of the day how many percent of the population is a farmer? 2 
percent? (Neil). 

6.1.2. Government regulation  

The respondents in this study frequently expressed a fear that the looming shortage of 
water and the existence of competing interests for it would lead to various forms of 
regulation. There is a fear, despite owning water licenses, ultimately it is the 
government who can set the rules, 'And all-in-all yes the district owns the license, but you 
know something? Who giveth and taketh-awayeth? The government '(Neil). 

There are some who believe that there can be a cooperative resolution of the need for 
many sectors to have access to water. However, the sense is that the government will 
try to impose its own solutions: 

I think, rather than government forcing things upon us if we can seek out those 
solutions that rural-urban partnership and there is ways that we can work 
together and it doesn't have to be a fight over the farmers got the water and 
industry should have the water. You know? There's things to be gained by all 
(Gordon). 
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Others harbour a suspicion that small regional areas will be forced by government 
regulations to bear the cost of storing and treating their own water. For small rural 
communities, this will be a substantial impost that some areas will have difficulty 
meeting: 

So a regionalized water treatment facility. There's huge challenges when you start 
talking small rural hamlets in terms of potable water. For each one of those, you take 
a hamlet of 500 to 1000 people and every time the government changes the 
regulations and ups the standards or whatever, those things can instantly, almost, 
mean that the small municipality has to go out and spend almost a million dollars on 
their water treatment plant. Where does the money come from? there's only 500 or 
700 people that live there and very small water licenses and that sort of thing. 
(Gordon). 

 
6.2. Importance of irrigation for farms and district 

While the research population highlighted the increasing competition for water, they 
also point to its importance for their farming practice and the regional economy. The 
area needs irrigation in the opinion of some respondents because it is not naturally 
blessed with good water supplies: 

Well, water is really hard to find in this area, you might find it a five hundred feet but 
often it's really hard to find so it was just wherever these sand pockets were that 
had wells. (Ella and Oscar) 

Other farmers agree that the area in which the study was conducted is dry enough to 
make irrigation a necessity. One farmer assessed the situation bluntly, '...to farm without 
irrigation would be senseless. You just wouldn't make it' (Mitch). Others agree that the 
area's rainfall is not sufficient to guarantee regular yields.  

In Hays every cropped land is just about irrigated. You go 20 miles west of here and 
you can start to grow a crop dry land, but we just seem to be in a little bit drier area. 
Right around here you probably wouldn't grow a crop on a regular basis with just 
rain (June and Carter). 

For individual farmers, irrigation is one way of minimizing the risks that seem to be 
such an inherent part of farming. One farmer tells how after a period of severe drought 
about a decade ago, he felt he needed irrigation to ensure the viability of his crop. In an 
era in which the climate seems likely to pose challenges for farmers, irrigation is 
something of a safety net: 

Now that's when we start irrigating- That was one of the things when I started 
irrigating your risks are a lot less; I know what my cost is, but I never ever thought 
that I'm not going to get all the water. I never ever thought about that, and then 
2000/2001 all these places are talking about now all of a sudden you're only going 
to get eight inches, and I'm thinking if it didn't rain at all I need more than eight 
inches on my crop (James). 

This farmer tells how irrigation gives him greater certainty about getting adequate 
yields and this made all aspects of his farming practices easier. It allows him to do more 
with his dry land operations if he can be secure about his irrigated crops: 
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...that was the reason to put up irrigation, I know I can get this many bushels an acre 
minimum... I know this is the minimum I'm going to get so, and it actually made my 
dry land easier because we typically summer fallow ... and we've moved to 
continuous, but you get a real dry year you get no crop. I mean with irrigation I'm 
always going to have bushels of something and stuff like that, so it extends what I 
can do on the dry land. I can risk a little more.... (James). 

The impact of irrigation for the local economy is clear in one farmer's assertion that, 
'...you've heard this saying I'm sure many times: "Where there is water there is life" and 
"where there is water there is prosperity." '(Gordon) 

Figure 41: Irrigation is seen necessary to the well-being of the regional economy 

 
 

6.3. Irrigation districts attempts to conserve water 

6.3.1. Rehabilitation of infrastructu re 

Faced with the need to achieve a 30% improvement in the efficiency of water between 
2005 and 2015, irrigation districts are undertaking a range of things to promote the 
efficient delivery, storage and use of water. The local irrigation district has had a 
program of rehabilitating many of the irrigation canals to improve their efficiency. Many 
canals suffer relatively high levels of seepage and attempts are being made to stem this.  
The irrigation district concerned in this study is taking steps to rehabilitate the old canal 
irrigation system in an attempt to improve the efficient use of water. A farmer relates:  

...that's where they are redoing the canal. This is where they have put in the new 
clay banks, dug it out put all new clay in it, and then they go along and clean out 
the insides afterwards (Taylor). 

Figure 42: Districts rehabilitate infrastructure to promote water efficiency 
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In addition to improving canals, there are attempts to move from open canals to pipes 
as means of carrying water. Taylor tells of how he and the irrigation district, acting in 
concert, have made improvements in the efficient delivery of water. For him, this has 
made his farming practice easier: 

... when they rehabbed the canal down at that end, they put in a buried pipeline 
out of the canal. Instead of an open ditch it's a pipeline. The WID is done a lot of 
that; that saves a lot of water. There is no evaporation and no seepage, once it's 
in the pipe it's just either on or off. No waste. So that's kind of the new system 
I've got. It's still the same old pump that I've always had with the generator 
mounted on it that runs the- there's wires buried down to run the pivot 
electrically. So now I can just go and open the value and my pump automatically 
primes, fills up my pivot and just turn the gas on, start the motor and it's all 
running. It's easy now.  

Figure 43: Pipes are one means of improving the efficient delivery of water 

 

One irrigator tells of how the irrigation district is putting considerable effort into 
making district-wide improvements. This does require considerable planning, 
implementation and evaluation.  To make significant and sustainable improvements in 
water-use efficiencies, it is better that changes are made to large segments of the 
system, rather than doing piecemeal changes: 

We have to do a certain amount of projects each year to maintain our seepage 
exemption, and as long as we do a reasonable amount of seepage control than 
nobody can take us to task over the seepage. But the more pipelines you put on 
ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÙÏÕͻÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÐÁÙ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÆ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÇÏ ÁÓÔÒÁÙȣ ! 
pipeline needs a place to escape because it's a closed systems, and if something 
goes astray here it needs a route to go. So now we've put all these pipelines on 
some of these systems and 'Whoa! We've created another monster'.  So now we 
do bigger studies than we've done before. We study bigger systems. We had an 
evaluation of our district done quarter-by-quarter by an independent consulting 
firm, evaluated on all the criteria, whether it be segregation, seepage, access, 
anything that would be detrimental to the canal or to the surrounding land. Once 
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that whole study was done everything was rated. And then the different highlight 
would come up 'highest rating'.  This stretch is highest rating. That's okay for 
little fixes here and there, but it doesn't fix a system. So now we look at the 
system and if enough stuff rates high in the system that job comes to the top. So 
this South Clooney project came to the top of our list with all these things coming 
out so we asked the board, 'Do you want us to go out and fix a half mile here and 
a half mile there, or do you want us to look at the whole 35km system?' (Neil). 

Figure 44: Irrigation districts are undertaking significant rehabilitation programs 

 

Apart from improving the efficiency of irrigation infrastructure, one district is planning 
to improve its water storage capacity by creating a reservoir. This would not only 
provide security for existing irrigators, it opens up the possibility of increasing the 
number of acres that could be irrigated, thus bolstering the local economy: 

I have taken a pretty active involvement in a sizable project that we're trying to get 
government approval for. We're still at the preliminary stages. We're trying to get a 
sizable reservoir that the proposed location is actually only five or six miles south 
and a little bit west of here. For the size of irrigation district we are, I don't want to 
say it's almost unheard of but, it certainly adds an extra challenge for us not having 
water storage because we don't really have a reservoir as such as any part of our 
system....The intention with the reservoir is not only for water storage. It provides 
that extra element of security to operate our organization within the confines of how 
it operates today, but we would also like to.. There is enough demand that we could 
expand we could add more irrigation acres with the presence of something like that 
(Gordon). 

6.3.2. Costs for irrigation districts  

However, managing irrigation districts is itself a challenging enterprise given that costs 
do not always equal revenue. Some districts have a greater capacity to manage because 
they have a bigger revenue base either by owning more land or because they have a 
large number of gas wells on their land: 

It's our job as management and as a board to manage those assets regardless of 
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what they may be. Because the challenges are, for the district, it takes probably 
double the amount of money to run the district on an annual basis than what 
comes in from irrigation sources. So finding other sources of revenue, those are 
big challenges... We are like this, compared to the other irrigation districts in 
terms of the land they own. They don't just own little bits and pieces like a little 
bit in Strathmore and canal rights of way. They own 600,000 acres.... And there 
would be like a gas well on every quarter, a quarter section being 160 acres, so 
you can imagine the numbers of what's coming in just in surface lease 
agreements (Gordon). 

This particular irrigation district has performed well in recent years, despite its lack of 
revenue relative to other districts: 

....our district at WID has done almost about a 180 degree turn around from 7 or 
8 years ago. We were this close to shutting down. The district was in debt, 
equipment was aging. All sorts of issues. There was no rehab work going on 
there was no money to do any rehab work. The canal system is 100 years old and 
we're about 35 to 40% rehabilitated, but we've got another 60 to 65% to go 
(Gordon). 

Irrigation districts themselves will sell water on occasion to finance the maintenance 
and improvement of their own assets: 

We actually struck a deal and transferred a small part of our water license to one 
of the municipalities. We've taken the money we've got from that and we're 
investing it back in the ground on a rehab project (Gordon). 

However, it is notable that farmers in the area were opposed to selling the water: 

...we took it to a plebiscite and it won't ever happen that way again, because our 
farmers were dead against selling your asset, but it's not their asset. It's a license 
given to you by the government (Neil). 

One board member is very explicit that it is the role of irrigation boards to not only 
manage water appropriately, but to generate wealth for the local economy: 

One of our board members and he says it almost every board meeting that our 
role at the WID is the effective use of water, but it's to create wealth within the 
region (Gordon). 

6.4 Improving irrigator efficiency 

One member of the board of an irrigation district did concede that his irrigation district, 
like many others, did not currently have the ability to regulate the way individual 
irrigators used their water. Individual farmers can use as much water as they like, 
within their seasonal limits, and use any method of irrigation that they would like. The 
irrigation district is seeking to gain greater control over irrigator's use of water: 

Right now, [we can use] any amount we want. Our only limitation would be the 
amount of acres that we were irrigating. The district could, if I just had a tap out 
there turned on the whole irrigation season just running a version of flood 
irrigation, if you will, they ditch rider and the district had put some gentle pressure 
on say, 'We'd really like you to do something different,' but if I just told them 
"Bugger off" they can't say anything about it. We're in the process in our own district 
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at changing that (Gordon). 

In the opinion of some, water is still being used more wastefully than it should be: 

...the license on the Bow river has been closed, so the biggest restriction to 
development and that is water right now. It's a huge issue... If you go down to 
Vegas and the southern US a golf course doesn't use potable water. It's all 
effluent water... in Calgary it's potable water that everybody's using. Why is that? 
In Europe I think effluent water is actually reused and recycled and put back into 
the drinking water. We have a very wasteful system here....(Bruce).  

Some respondents consider that many irrigators are still using water inefficiently: 

Well then you know where [name] lives, all that flood irrigation, and they're 
trying to bring the flood acres down because some guys are wasting a lot of 
water and you know just let it run off the end (James). 

One participant considers that in his irrigation district water was not as expensive as it 
could be. He does not comment on whether he thinks these price signals send 
inappropriate messages concerning water consumption:  

We pay very little for water. It's doesn't seem right, but that's how it is? It's about 
$15 per acre, which in the scheme of things is very little. Some districts they're a 
little bit higher. They're around $20. Some are also lower (Danny). 

There are some schemes in place to encourage irrigators to use pivots in preference to 
less efficient methods of irrigation. One irrigator tells how such incentives, even if they 
are not especially generous, do help influence people to take up the use of pivots: 

Well they're helping us with converting flood to pivots and they weren't in the 
past but now they are if we take out- if there is a new pipeline project coming in. 
And I mean flood takes a lot of CFS and a pivot doesn't, it's half typically, right. So 
they don't need to deliver as much water to me if I have pivot rather than a flood. 
So in turn their cost is lower and they are actually passing that on, somewhat. 
There is a per acre incentive... They're bringing a pipeline in, so I did get some 
money. It's not much, right, it doesn't even cover your main line, but it's 
something, right. Because they've saved, so they're saying 'look, you're helping 
us save money so here' and a lot of time that's a deciding factor for a lot of 
people, right. Because they're not cheap (David). 

Figure 45: There is increasing pressure on farmers to use water efficiently 
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6.4.1. Changing irrigation practice  

David reveals that because of the awareness of the issue of water supply, many farmers 
are changing their practice by abandoning flood irrigation and utilizing pivots instead. 
He concedes that prior to the awareness of the need to conserve water supplies, 
inefficient forms of irrigation were widespread and considerable quantities of water 
were wasted: 

Yeah, there's a lot of flood ... ÉÔȭÓ ÁÍÁÚÉÎÇ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏ ÙÏÕͻÄ 
have to look like crazy to find a pivot around here. And with the water situation 
the way it's been in the last five years, lots of pivots have goÎÅ ÉÎȢȢȢȢ ÉÔȭÓ Á ×ÁÔÅÒ 
rationing, water saving, environmental driven thing, and there's a lot of pressure 
on water conservation. Yeah, and it used to be years ago that we weren't limited 
on our water. What we could apply, and flood uses a lot of water, undeniable. You 
can have very inefficient or as efficient as you can be, but it's still flood. Right, so 
you convert that out to a low pressure pivot, of course that's as efficient as you 
can get, right (David).  

Some farmers are adopting more efficient methods of irrigation in response to the need 
to conserve available water. One describes how using a pivot system means he uses far 
less water: 

You use less water and with wheel lines you've got to leave them sitting in one 
spot for an eight hour period, you are putting on three inches. Well you don't 
need three inches all the time, you can run the pivot around and put on an inch if 
you need it, so you are actually using less water in the end (Taylor).  

Figure 46: Farmers are finding more efficient ways to irrigate 

 

Some farmers express awareness that the agricultural sector is regarded as profligate 
user of water and are amending their own practices to improve their water use and, by 
implication, eventually improve the public perception of them. Some have automated 
systems that keep an exact check on the amount of water being used; this promotes 
efficiency. 



79 

 

So, the irrigation aspect, the water aspect. I always see water as an issue because 
agriculture is the biggest user of water and it's perceived the biggest waster of 
water, so what we've done here is we've automated everything. That computer 
there is a base station that everything is computerised. We log and keep data of 
absolutely everything. Every gallon of water is accounted for. What we did is we 
converted all the old pivots and all the new ones that come in are low pressure 
low  pressure low volume water systems. We basically reduced our water by 
about thirty percent (Bruce). 

One farmer explained how better auditing systems are also helping to improve the 
efficient use of water: 

... So the new trend is to do water audits and look at the irrigation systems and I 
guess the trend is that a lot of golf courses, by doing proper water audits and 
stuff like that can reduce their water huge. You talk about 30% it's like 50% .... 
(Mitch). 

One farmer reports that their use of water is being more carefully scrutinized: 

...we're supposed to keep better track of our water. Like not just start using it, 
but order it, use it and tell them when we are done. Usually no one says when 
they are done and it just keeps running by and it gets wasted right. They are 
trying to keep better control of it and better records and we got the new pivots 
that got low pressure nozzles that don't take as much energy and they are down 
low so less evaporation... (Taylor). 

There is some suggestion in the comments of one respondent that there is informal 
monitoring of water use among farmers by farmers themselves: 

We haven't been restricted on that , it's just economics. My pumping costs went 
to half and quite honestly the data thing... They look here, our pivots are very low 
volume and it's perceived that you're watering all the time because there's ten 
fields and there's always a pivot on. I hear the coffee shop talk, so now I have the 
data that says I use... We basically use about 11 inches of water per year and our 
allocation is 14 inches technically, so we're in compliance. I was at a speaker and 
he said the future of agriculture is data, and being able to justify and say what 
you do and why you're doing things. It hasn't quite got that far yet, but we're 
ready (Bruce). 

 While there is an increasing awareness of the need to use water parsimoniously and the 
government has set a target that aims at a 30% improvement in water use efficiency 
irrigation districts and individual by 2015, farmers themselves are improving the 
efficiency of their water as a voluntary measure at this stage: 

No. It is not yet being forced on us.  We can see the writing on the wall that 
probably if we didn't that someone some day would and we would prefer to do it 
on our own terms.  There's enough pressure subtly and in some cases not so 
subtly that we need to demonstrate that we are doing these types of things. And 
not just for the rest of the world, but for the most effective use of the water that 
we are allocating as a district. We would like to see everyone on a low-pressure, 
high efficiency pivot. No more wheel-moves, although wheel moves aren't bad, 
but we have active flood irrigators (Gordon). 
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At this stage, irrigators are not forced to adopt particular practices, but they are being 
encouraged to develop more efficient methods for irrigating their properties. Flood 
irrigation, for example, which is one of the least efficient means of irrigated water use is 
now being discouraged: 

... not forced to but they are trying to encourage everybody to use less water, or 
make more efficient use of the water you got. They are trying to discourage flood 
irrigation, because they use a lot (Taylor). 

Some irrigators are trying to increase their water storage capacity to ensure they have 
sufficient water to get through the drier summer months: 

Every place that you can store water if you can bring that level up during rains 
and during spring runoff and hold it then you've got some supply to utilize when 
you really need it in July and August particularly when it's not raining (Gordon). 
 

Figure 47: Some farmers have their own water storage systems 

 
 
While irrigators may sell some of their permanent water right, the water that is sold 
must be attached to a piece of land and the sale must be approved. The irrigator's 
comments suggest that these requirements are a hedge against people speculating in 
water: 

Literally I could pick up the phone and I could have them sold tomorrow. There 
would be enough demand.  Now there's a process to be followed. You can't just 
sell them to a speculator. You have to sell them to somebody that their being 
attached to a specific piece of land that has to meet proper irrigation land 
classification. Has to be approved by management and the board, so there is a 
process there. It can't just be anybody, but yes, you can separate it. We would 
have no interest in doing that (Gordon). 

Others, however, are less concerned about the quantity of water that is and will be 
available. What does concern one farmer is the quality of water that may be available in 
the future. Urban growth is, in the opinion, of one participant, threatening the quality of 
future water supplies: 

I'm not too worried about the water situation. I think there's probably ample 
water for irrigation acreage that is out there today. Water quality may become 
somewhat of a concern because the cities like Calgary in 40 years it went from 
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250,000 to over 1,000,000 and it's questionable how much water they take out, 
but they put back as much as they take out probably, but what they put back in 
isn't as good as what they take out. Some of the contaminants in there. (Danny) 

6.4.2. Pivots 

Traditionally many farmers in the study area have used flood irrigation, but the 
increasing awareness of the need to use water more efficiently is influencing the uptake 
of pivot irrigation by farmers. While pivots are a more efficient method of irrigation, 
there are substantial costs involved in their installation and these may be a barrier to 
their use by some farmers: 

That's very expensive to a pivot in. I've got four windshield-wipe pivots, so it- 
Really just a half- So really, pre-acre it cost exactly double. Right, if it makes a 
circle you cover twice as many acres for the same money invested, right. So that's 
why we flooded as long as we did, and now it's got to the point that you can see 
okay the trend is flood might not work. They've put in a 24 inch water limit and I 
can efficiently do- I can get by fine with flood, right. But I think the writing is on 
the wall, in years to come that number is going to be significantly lower. [other 
farmers] I guess they just can't afford it, right (David). 

Figure 48: Pivot irrigation is expensive but increasingly common 

 
 
While pivots save farmers both time and money, they do represent such a significant 
monetary investment that their cost will only be recouped over a long period, 'Plus it 
[pivot] costs about as much as a house. They're $100,000 so you can't just put up 8 in one 
year. Yeah, you just do it [pay them off] over time'(Danny). However, for farmers with 
only small acerage, the cost may be prohibitive, as David explains:  

Now we can afford a pivot...but typically, small acre guy you can't afford it and 
you don't have enough land. You have small enough land base that you don't 
need them I guess is what they're thinking, right. Well, they've only got a parcel 
or two, [they think] 'I can flood it'. And if they can do it with the water 
parameter....  

Pivots not only save water, they allow undulating fields to be irrigatedɂsomething that 
was difficult with flood irrigation. They also allow more specificity in providing certain 
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amounts of water at particular times. Pivots are therefore part of the increasing 
efficiency of farming practices on a range of parameters: 

... you have to have very flat land to make flooding work. With the pivots you can 
control the water. You can put on a little bit in spring to get stuff started, give it a 
little more to give it a bit of a boost, and in the fall before harvest, you know you 
can give it a little bit if it needs it. You're not overdoing it. After the crop's off you 
can give it a little more so you have moisture to work the field. And then you can 
give it a little more yet to germinate the seeds that are left in the ground. And of 
course now, when the water is delivered with a pipeline a lot of places the water 
has quite a bit of pressure at the outlet already, so then you're pumping 
requirements are quite a bit less as well (Danny). 

Another attraction of pivot irrigation is that it requires less labour. Given the difficulty 
in attracting appropriate workers that many respondents commented on, this is an 
important feature in the attractiveness of pivots:  

Like we were flooding every acre and it was crazy work, like most guys what are 
you doing? You need three hired men. Well we didn't because we worked out 
butts off, right (David). 

Those who have pivots comment on the amount of time and work they save. As the 
working population of farms downsize, such technological innovations will be 
increasingly important in the efficient running of farms: 

So the pivots totally took off a huge load for- and that's partly why I did it 
because I'm going to be by myself soon, and I don't want to have a hired man ... 
the conversion to pivots totally made sense for me because I can handle it myself 
that way, right. Because I mean you spend less time in the field, you don't have to 
prepare you ground as much as flood. And the act of irrigating is- it's simple, you 
go and turn it on. Flood is a lot of work. Like I mean you got to physically get out 
there and, you know, shovel ditch openings and set tarps....(David). 

Pivots also allow greater responsiveness to climatic and environmental conditions. 
Irrigation delivered by wheel lines was a relatively blunt instrument; three inches were 
delivered regardless of how much was required. Pivots by contrast allow much greater 
flexibility about how much water is actually delivered and allows farmers much greater 
control of their crops: 

I've done that before with wheel lines out in that field and you go out and put on 
your three inches, because that's what comes in an eight hour set, then you get a 
three or four inch rain and you get a bunch of sloughs and you drowned out your 
crop. Then you shouldn't have watered at all. So with the pivot at least with a 
circle you put on an inch and you can get over it a lot faster. Well you don't need 
three inches all the time, you can run the pivot around and put on an inch if you 
need it, so you are actually using less water in the end (Taylor). 

However, pivot irrigation is only really feasible with fields that are a certain shape. In 
the words of David, 'There are some fields that you just can't put a pivot on here. They are 
just crooked.... '. Even if it is technically feasible to put a pivot on an odd-shaped field, it 
may be economically prohibitive, as the following exchange demonstrates: 

June and Carter: The majority of the land is under pivot. 
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Interviewer: The flood land now is the bits that you can't put a pivot on? 

June and Carter: Economically yeah, you can't put a pivot on. You noticed coming 
here the shape of the roads--every shape known to man is what we're farming 
here. It makes it tough. 

Increasingly, irrigation districts are making pivot irrigation mandatory for new water 
users: 

... there are a few guys that still flood but they just get it turned on and let it run. 
They really waste water. If somebody signs up for transferring water we won't 
approve it if they're going to flood. The new transfers and all that stuff they 
encourage them to use low pressure pivots (Taylor). 

Pivots also require pumps and the size of the pumps needed depends on the degree of 
the land's slope.  

Well, see we're so close to the main canal with our pipeline. Like we've only got 
basically gravity feed but we don't have any pressure anywhere. It still saves us a 
little bit, but there is lots of places in the district that people have twenty to thirty 
pounds of positive pressure at the pump, so then they don't need a very big 
pump... every pivot is different; it depends on the pipeline size. Average you need 
to have about, well it depends if you are pumping uphill or down. If you are 
pumping level, you need about fifty pounds. So, like if you've already got twenty 
pounds out of your pipeline, basically you need a booster pump. You can get 
away with thirty horse power pump instead of a fifty of sixty (Randy). 

There are some farmers that predict that in years to come the energy required to use 
the pumps will be a major cost for farmers using pivot irrigation: 

Danny: Plus on the farm, the farms become more efficient in their water use by 
automation and especially the use of low pressure pivots, so I think water, being 
a renewable resource, I don't see any problems as far as I can see. The energy 
part, that will become a problem, I think. 

Interviewer: So that's just paying for the energy to run the pumps? 

Danny: Yeah. I think energy is going to get very expensive down the road. It's not 
renewable, you know, at least not most of the energy we use. So we'll all be doing 
a lot of things different down the rad. Trying to conserve energy, I think that's 
what going to happen. 

6.5. Stewardship 

Many of the participants in this study expressed a belief that farmers are generally 
perceived to be detrimental to the environment by the media and the public at large. 
They, however, regard themselves as stewards of the land they farm, seeking to nurture 
the land and treat their livestock humanely. In the words of one individual: 

...most farmers are real stewards of the land and real compassionate about their 
animals. Which a lot of city people don't realize but they tend to look after them 
really well.... (Ella and Oscar) 
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Figure 49: Farmers regards themselves as stewards of their land and livestock 

 
 
Farmers believe that many consumers are persuaded that mainstream farming is not 
environmentally sustainable, preferring organically grown produce. Farmers are 
emphatic that the way in which they produce their crops is good for the consumer and 
good for the environment: 

...I was going to take a picture of just a regular consumer in the store because 
they have absolutely no clue but they're led by the perception of the organic 
industry. I don't believe you've ever heard regular agriculture go against the 
organic industry...But the organic industry is always saying 'we do so much 
better', but I can show you sample after sample of abuse in the organic industry 
that the consumer doesn't see. Our neighbor has shipped rotten flax that he 
thought is not even worthy of cattle feed. 'Oh yeah, we'll take it.' That's going in 
your organic cereal and the consumer has no idea. (June and Carter) 

Their farms are places of production, but farmers also see them as an integral part of 
the environment in which they are situated. As Gordon explains: 

We get everything from ducks to geese to those are swans that you see in that 
picture. Obviously there's a great amount of wildlife, both domestic and wildlife 
that would utilize that. Clearly we've got deer and all sorts of things around 
here. We're just believers in the conservation of these type of areas for wildlife. 
We've already seen lots more bird out here since we've planted even this 
amount of trees out here so far. 

Many farmers give priority to environmental concerns even if it is not in their best 
economic interests to do so. Mitch tells of how he lets his crop be damaged by local 
wildlife: 

...we cleaned up all the willows and the trees, but we do love the environment. 
Farmers are very good environmentalists. We love the deer trampling down our 
wheat. You can see all the beds they have in there where they lay down. You can't 
harvest that, but that's good, eh? (Mitch) 
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6.6. Farms as part of the local ecology 

In recent decades farmers have regarded their farms as part of their local ecosystem. 
Whereas previous generations may have seen their farm as being in competition with 
aspects of the local environment, many farmers now regard their farm as part of it. 
Mitch tells how he encourages what many farmers might previously have regarded as 
pests: 

Wildlife can use that. We're not cleaning up everything where we can we let 
them- Like pheasants too, I really like pheasants; beautiful birds. Usually we have 
a few favourite ones. We see them almost every day when we drive around. 
There's a few very anti- Especially ducks. Some people, they used to eat a lot of 
crops, so especially the older generation ducks is a bad word, but now we have 
duck programs here. We have feeding stations and stuff. We can control them 
quite a bit more and people are happier that way. A lot of people like the wildlife. 
They're not against it at all.  

Ella and Oscar also testify to the way many farmers now try to actively encourage 
wildlife on their properties and how  they even environmental concerns a formal 
planning activity: 

We're Pheasants for Life, so there's been lots of trees planted so pheasants sort 
of have their run. We're with Burrowing Owl; we set aside land for burrowing 
owls. We've done an environmental farm plan.  

Figure 50: Environmental plans allow sustainable farming practice 

 

Things that might previously have been regarded as pests are now encouraged. One 
farmer had problems with mice interfering with the pipes in his irrigation system. His 
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solution was not trying to 'artificially' control the mice population; rather he 
encouraged the presence of weasels to control them: 

We had a terrible time last year; the mice went in all our irrigation pipes and ate 
all the gaskets out of them. This is just a picture of the weasel there and we were 
just watching him catch mice, he's going in the pipe. ...we were glad to see him 
here because we are having a terrible problem with mice. So he's running around 
and catching them and he's not scared at all, he'll stand there and look at you...we 
want to keep the weasel around. We like him (Taylor). 
 

6.7. Sustainable Farming Practice 

The capacity of farmers to contribute to the local environment is increasingly being 
recognized. Whereas farmers might once have been regarded as somewhat harmful to 
the environment, they are now regarded as having the potential to contribute to its 
well-being. Many schemes now target farmers as an important group in promoting 
environmental sustainability: 

 That's a [photo]- ÉÔȭÓ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ 0ÁÒÔÎÅÒÓ ÉÎ (ÁÂÉÔÁÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÍÅ 
and plant the trees and look after them for three years and then we take them 
over. It's just something to, I guess, improve the environment, improve it for 
birds and game (Randy). 

Some farmers themselves recognize that what is good for the local environment is also 
good for the local farm. Planting trees for instance provides a wind shelter while also 
providing habitat for local animals: 

There's another organization that we have been involved with which has been 
great for us and it will hopefully pay dividends as well. It's an organization that 
is called Partners in Habitat Development... our involvement with them is 
shelter-belt tree and shrub planting. The seedling trees that we got actually 
come through a Government of Canada program called the... I think it's called 
the Prairie Shelter-Belt Program or something like that. It's been around for a 
long, long time, like a hundred years, I think ... you have to fill out an application 
and provided that you meet all the requirements ... there's a choice of varieties 
of different things and all you pay is the shipping. So they're free, in a sense...but 
shelter-belt for us here is important for any number of reasons, right? 
Everything from wind protection for livestock to, obviously there's the habitat 
part to that as well. So there's food and there's habitat and the environment as 
well...as shelter-belts go, you know you need to have protection for a farm-site 
and corral areas and that type of thing. Say for instance we were cropping some 
land, so now you've got soil so that helps protection to wind erosion and stuff 
(Gordon). 
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Figure 51: Many farmers now plant trees for ecological reasons 

 
 
Irrigation districts have also taken some steps to stop wasting water so that it can be 
used for other purposes. In Bruce's words:   

Yeah, we're involved in that storm water. Right now all the storm water goes in 
storm sewers and eventually goes in the river. We're working on a project at 
Olds College and they're setting up a wetland with the idea that it's a wetland to 
manage storm water where you use nature to purify and do it. 

Some farmers tell of building up soils and preventing their degradation by organic 
means. This, they suggests, produces better livestock and improved crop volume and 
quality. 

Yeah, there are benefits because your cattle do better because they're not 
stressed. They're clean. they're well looked after. They grow better. Same with 
the land. Our land I rent to a potato farmer. That land generally blows because 
there's not organic matter left so I'll go in and I spread straw over the area that I 
know is prone to blowing and then we incorporate that in and then that holds 
the soil all winter until you put your crop in next year. It's just doing a good job. 
That's why they recognized me, because I was one of the first guys who did that 
(June and Carter). 
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Figure 52: Farmers now try to build up soils 

 
 
Farmers are being encouraged to maintain their farms in environmentally sustainable 
ways, but, for instance, keeping water supplies clean: 

I did fence it off to keep the cattle out mainly, right. In the fall now they'll have to 
go because that's where that water is, right. Got a little pond down there that 
they got to go into...Yeah, so the banks don't get all destroyed from the cattle, 
right. If it's just a free-for-all they wreck that, right. Part of the farm plan, the 
environmental farm plan - are you familiar with that? It's an environmental farm 
plan that gives you money to be environmentally friendly, right. And part of that 
is water, right, keeping your livestock out of the water; I mean that drain ends up 
in the river. Basically, right. So if I let my cattle run free in there, I mean it's 
ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÔÁÍÉÎÁÔÅÄȟ ÒÉÇÈÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÄÉÌÕÔÅ ÂÕÔȟ ÓÏ ÆÅÎÃÅ ÉÔ ÏÆf, keep the cows out, 
right (David). 

Many farmers are also trying to develop environmentally sustainable practices on their 
farms that reduce the need for water and pesticide use:  

We're actually doing drought studies on these right now and kind of proving that 
proper watering reduces watering by half. And then changing varieties or even 
looking at the bluegrass varieties that use less water or handle drought better. 
We've got a bunch of native trials out there too. ...The pesticides is another huge 
issue that comes up all the time. Our argument is that properly maintained turf in 
our climate doesn't require pesticides. The new varieties of bluegrass require 
less water than the old one...So the technology and the trends are going that 
×ÁÙȢȢȢ ÏÕÒ ÌÉÖÅ ÒÏÏÆ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÒÅ 
calling sustainable landscaping. It's kind of neat. It's very much our focus here 
(Bruce). 
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Figure 53: Experimenting with water efficient and pesticide free varieties 

 

The need to be environmentally sustainable, particularly in relation to minimizing 
water use, is causing some old practices to be abandoned:  

Well, most of the trees have come with the ditch, like the trees were all along the 
irrigation ditches because that's where the water was so that's where they did 
good. But that's a lot of the problem with leakage because the poplar trees, the 
roots grow in and they use a bunch of the water and the water leaks out where 
the roots go through. That's why they're getting rid of them (Taylor). 

Some farmers are also trying 'natural' means to boost soils rather than using chemical 
fertilizers:  

It's very specialised. This is compost, and, you know, the cost of fertiliser, and 
you can see when sod is removed from a field, the perception is that we mine, 
and you've seen that in our newsletter. This works out like sod. Even if the turf is 
gone, but what we find, sod, it really does use the PNK in the soil, so a real good 
source of PNK is farm manure, so what we have started now is that we've instead 
of chemical fertiliser for that we're using farm compost. Economically it's 
working, the economics are great, and we've seen huge results in revitalising the 
land, because you know all the other benefits of compost versus chemical 
fertilisers. You've got micronutrients, the mycorrhiza, the organic matter and 
everything. And this has kind of developed into a sideline. We just did a project 
for the county on a new road that we did. Wherever they disturbed the farmersȭ 
fields we applied compost for them (Bruce). 
 

6.8. GMOs 

Some farmers regard the use of genetically modified crops as a step toward more 
environmentally sustainable farming because it reduces the need for pesticides to 
control weeds: 
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This here we actually got the new Roundup ready beets. The interesting thing is, 
can you see a weed in there? I could not stop looking this year because I've never 
had a beet field that I can't see weeds all over the place, but with Roundup Ready 
we actually got a field like that. We used to spray beets I think six times, at least. 
Cultivate them three times. This year I sprayed this three times with Roundup 
and it's cleaner than I've ever had it; a lot less work. Suddenly farming is a lot 
more fun again. Beets used to make my land dirty because all the weeds used to 
grow in there and they'd go to seed. Now without all the weeds it should be 
cleaning up the land, so it's a big step forward. Things like thistles and quack 
ÇÒÁÓÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÕÓÉÎÇ 2ÏÕÎÄÕÐ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÁËÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÏÕÔȢ "ÅÆÏÒÅ 
we used to just suppress them for the year (Mitch). 

Another farmer using the same form of genetically modified beets reveals how they 
dramatically reduce the need for herbicides and spraying: 

If you had 80 acres that was quite a contract because to get them [beets] clean 
that was quite a job, but then after 20 years ago or so the chemicals became 
popular and as we used them we learned how to mix them and we ended up at 
the end mixing them in a cocktail about 7 different herbicides together and 
spraying at very low rates and that seemed to be very successful. We did it every 
week eventually the weds would die and the sugar beets would not suffocate 
much. This year is the first year we grew genetically modified sugar beets: 
Round-Up ready, and that seemed to be very successful. A very effective way to 
control the weeds. But now of course growing beets is, it still used to be 
somewhat of a finicky think with the spraying and the weed control and the 
cultivating. You still needed to be a good farmer and you could not handle too 
many acres, but now with the genetically modified Round-Up ready beets, 
anybody can do it and the sky is the limit, so it's always a double edged sword 
(Danny). 
 

Figure 54: Growing crops requires complex management 
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Notwithstanding the controversy over the use of GMOs in agriculture, some farmers 
regard them as part of the attempt to make farming more environmentally sustainable. 
It, advocates argue, distils the breeding program, producing better strains more quickly 
than would be produced by conventional methods. This, in turn, leads to better farming 
practices because there is not as much need to use chemicals to control crops: 

As far as I know GMO is you're taking your breeding program and just 
compressing it. That's the best explanation I've heard, whereas before they could 
get to that point in maybe twenty years if they just take the gene out in there 
they can get it down to maybe three or four years. It's still a plant. Well for the 
privilege of using this beet seed you've got to pay an extra $50 an acre. A nice gift 
to them, so because we save a lot on the chemical it probably all sort of gets even. 
We're not sure about yield. Supposedly these will yield a little better because we 
don't have the competition from weeds and stuff. This year it's hard to tell. Even 
just being that much easier you save money there too. Going over three times 
instead of nine times (Mitch). 

Other farmers, however, consider that there is still heavy use of pesticides and 
herbicides and they regret some of its environmental consequences. However, this 
appears to be a county policy rather than a farming practice: 

...you could go back in this area probably ten fifteen years...the road ditches were 
full of yellow roses and goldenrod, and like it was a ride of flowers in the ditches 
and they spray so much now they're all gone. And that was a letter from a guy in 
the States, he had rode up and he said what happened to all the beautiful roses 
and everything that used to be along the road ditches, and you see that they're all 
gone now because the counties all spray so much for weeds...it used to be that 
there was just wild roses and goldenrod and Queen Anne's lace, all those kinds of 
things in the ditches, wild asters. But they're all considered weeds, so they 
sprayed them all out (Ella and Oscar). 
 

6.9. Climate change 

The participants in this research are apparently as divided about the reality of climate 
change as other members of the population. One farmer reveals that he is concerned 
about the potential implications of climate change, but that some of his peers are less 
concerned that it is a danger: 

Global warming I believe that's really happening too, you know. Most of the 
farmers, my peers do not believe in it, but from what I've read it's really coming 
and it's kind of scary what it could all do. Once the temperature does up a little 
more that the polar ice is going to melt and is going to expose the tundra which 
is going to give off way more CO2 yet, and sort of start an event that may be 
unstoppable... It's kind of scary (Danny). 

Another farmer considered that having largely abandoned till farming there is now 
sufficient cover to avoid topsoil being blown away in the event of warmer temperatures: 

Well, like it's been a big change within the '30s when it was dry there for so long 
the whole area blew; it was a big dust bowl. But most guys are not till now so we 
don't disturb the land so even if we have a really dry year it won't blow away 
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because there is always cover on it (Ella and Oscar). 

Others note that weather seems to be more chaotic; there does not seem to be a 
discernible trend. This makes farming a more uncertain enterprise because it is difficult 
to predict weather patterns, but also the potential for crop damage is more acute with 
severe weather events:  

Like I said, there is no normal anymore, I don't think....certainly climate change is 
part of it. I think it's hotter in the summer than it usually gets, but this last 
summer it wasn't so I don't know. I would say weather is more extreme 
nowadays, when it's wet it's wetter than- Like there is no happy medium. It's 
either when it gets hot it gets really hot, when it gets cold it gets really cold, when 
it's wet it's really wet, and when it's windy it's really windy! (laughs). It's 
challenging for sure. We seem to have more hail around now though, eh, than we 
used to (Randy). 
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7. Conclusion 

Farmers are being asked to respond to a number of economic and environmental issues 
simultaneously. At a time when they are asked to be more globally competitive and to 
increase their productivity, farmers, in some Canadian irrigation districts, are required 
to achieve significant improvements in the efficiency and productivity of their water 
use.  These factors are likely to have significant implications for farmer's decision-
making and farming practice.  However, there is little understanding of the forces that 
shape decision-making and farming practice. Government policy instruments typically 
proceed from the assumption that farmers are motivated only by profit maximization 
and that this principle guides all aspects of farm practice.  

The evidence from available scholarship and this project suggests that farmer's 
decisions are shaped by a variety of factors. Profit is obviously one driver of farmer 
behaviour, but it is certainly not the only factor that exerts an influence.  Attachment to 
place and community are also substantial influences on farmer behaviour. The almost 
inseparable connection between family and farm means that some decisions are not 
likely to be made only on commercial grounds. Further, some farming practices are 
driven not by what is best practice or by what will yield the most productive outcome, 
but by the need to compromise with other family members.  In addition, as farms 
become bigger there is some concern that succession planning becomes more difficult 
and this may well have considerable influence on whether succeeding generations take 
over the farm.  

A number of external influences shape farmer's economic concerns. Many feel that the 
family farm is threatened by the rise of larger-scale agricultural enterprises. To be able 
to compete with them, farmers must develop a wider range of skills, including business 
management, marketing and use of sophisticated technology.  Some farmers are 
uncomfortable with these skill sets and are not willing to expand to the scale needed to 
be competitive with larger enterprises.  Access to reliable and appropriately skilled 
labour is also a factor that influences the decisions and behaviour of farmers.  The 
inherent uncertainty of farming also shapes the way farmers operate their enterprise, 
but the difficulties of managing these variables is compounded by government 
regulations and by a sense that not all players in agriculture compete on a level playing 
field. 

Irrigation districts and farmers themselves are undertaking a number of practices to 
improve the efficient use of water. This includes rehabilitating irrigation infrastructure, 
by irrigation districts, and by encouraging farmers to move to more efficient irrigation 
practices, notably pivot irrigation. However, there are significant costs associated with 
installing and operating pivots and these may be a barrier to their uptake by some 
farmers. In addition, some farming land is unsuitable for the use of pivots. The 
increasing need to be more efficient and more productive in the use of water is likely to 
change farming practice in ways that are difficult to predict for family farms. Farmers 
consider that their needs in relation to secure access to water are not given appropriate 
weight and the needs of other groups, notably urban-dwellers, are given higher priority. 
Such perceptions are also likely to exert a considerable influence on farmer's 
assessment of their willingness and capacity to stay in the agricultural sector, as well as 
changing farming practice in the short-term.  
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