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New Farmers in Canada-A National Farmers Union Brief prepared by the NFU 
Youth  
 
1) Problem Statement 
The number of young farmers in Canada is declining—fast. Between 1991 and 2011, the 
number of farmers under the age of 35 dropped from 77,910 to 24,120, a loss of 69%1. 
New farmers face particular barriers to entry and challenges to getting established; 
targeted policies are needed.  However, new farmer challenges do not exist in isolation. 
 
The decline of the young farmer population is a glaring indicator of the extent of the 
crisis created by Canadian agricultural policy, and reflects the grim prospects that many 
new farmers face. In the last two decades Canada has pursued an aggressive export-
oriented agricultural policy, at the behest and for the benefit of agri-food corporations. 
This policy direction has resulted in a dramatic rise in total exports, but has not 
translated into net income gains for the Canadian farm sector.   
 
As a whole, Canadian farms are not profitable and are saddled with mounting debt. 
Statistics reveal that during the past two decades, rising farm expenses have consumed 
any gains in market returns that farmers might have achieved. Total net farm income has 
been equivalent to the amount provided through taxpayer-funded support programs, 
roughly $3 to $4 billion a year2. In the last two decades, outstanding farm debt has 
increased steadily and speedily from $23.4 billion in 1993 to $77.9 billion in 20133 - an 
increase of 332.9%.   
 
While Canada’s agricultural policies are failing Canadian farmers, they are also harming 
the Canadian public.  The externalities, unaccounted for in our current food system, 
translate into real costs for society. By narrowly focusing Canadian agricultural policies 
on export expansion instead of on supporting and expanding locally oriented and 
sustainable farming practices, we are all missing out on the full potential that a food 
system can provide. Properly built on the principles of food sovereignty, the food system 
can deliver multiple, far-reaching benefits, such as: empowering communities and 
providing meaningful, lasting jobs; reducing healthcare costs and chronic illness by 
providing more nutritious, fresh foods for Canadians; mitigating climate change by 
reducing fossil fuel consumption and employing sustainable farming practices to 
increase organic matter and thus the amount of carbon held in our soils; providing other 
environmental services such as wildlife habitat, greater biodiversity, and clean water – all 
the while building social, economic and environmental resilience in the face of growing 
climate and food insecurity.   
  

 
                                                
1http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=0040017&tabMode=dataTable&srchLan=-1&p1=-1&p2=9 
2 Food Secure Canada, Discussion paper http://foodsecurecanada.org/resources-news/newsletters/4-agriculture-infrastructure-and-
livelihoods 
3http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=0020008&paSer=&pattern=&stByVal=1&p1=1&p2=-
1&tabMode=dataTable&csid= 
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2) The solutions we have identified to this problem 
Canadians need a new, comprehensive approach to agricultural policy to change 
course, redirecting from market fundamentalism towards food sovereignty4.  Agricultural 
policy must factor in the far-reaching effects our food system has on healthcare, the 
environment, climate change, employment, and community resiliency.  
 
We also need specific policies to support and increase new and young farmers.  These 
policies must target and foster small-scale farms. Many new farmers must start out small 
and then grow over time. Policies that support small-scale farms, therefore, are most 
likely to help new farmers.  To address the particular barriers that new farmers face, we 
need specific policies and programs in the following four key areas: 
 

1. Land: access to affordable farmland:  
a. Prohibitions on foreign, corporate, investor and absentee ownership of 

farmland;  
b. Incentives for long-term tenure of farmland; and  
c. Support for and creation of alternative tenure arrangements such as land 

trusts, land banks, and collectively owned farmland.  
 

2. Capital: access to financing and freedom from debt:  
a. A lower cap (currently $3 million under Agri-Stability) on government 

support programs to target support towards small-scale, family farms and 
new farmers;  

b. Student loan forgiveness for new farmers;  
c. Effective, affordable financing programs, including micro-loans and small 

grants, for new and young farmers; and  
d. A retirement savings plan for existing farmers to  assure their security is 

protected as they exit and that promotes affordable farm succession or 
land transfers to new farmers. 
 

3. Knowledge: access to technical expertise and training:  
a. Restore funding and staffing for public-interest research and extension 

services;  
b. Expand grants and loans to support farmer education and training costs 
c. Increase training and apprenticeship programs to prepare skilled workers 

to work both in farming and farm related processing jobs. 
 

4. Income: access to markets and mechanisms to mitigate rising costs of 
production:  

a. Legislate social procurement to support local, sustainable food 
production; 

                                                
4 For more information including a description of the seven principles of food sovereignty: http://foodsecurecanada.org/who-we-
are/what-food-sovereignty  
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b. Provide a guaranteed minimum income for new farmers during first years 

of production;  
c. Expand and protect current supply management system; 
d. Reduce the cost of quota and prevent its consolidation; 
e. Create a tax incentive to encourage customer participation in CSA 

programs;  
f. Provide compensation to farmers for ecological services provided through 

land stewardship, agroecology and carbon sequestration in soil;  
g. Reform the food system by eliminating captive supply, 

reducing/eliminating   corporate ownership of food production facilities, 
decentralizing food packing and processing facilities and enabling and 
providing supportive funding to establish and maintain local processing 
facilities. 

 
3)  How much it will cost 
Shifting government funding away from export-oriented, large-scale, industrial farming 
can cover much of the cost of transitioning to food sovereignty. There are net social, 
economic and environmental gains to be made by leveraging the benefits of locally 
oriented, small-scale, ecologically sound food production. These will reduce food system 
costs, which are now externalized, by improving health and nutrition, increasing local 
employment, and improving ecological integrity. 
 
4)  Additional background  

 Growing Forward 2-Accelerating Globalization, Stalling Food Sovereignty 
http://www.nfu.ca/policy/growing-forward-2-%E2%80%93-accelerating-
globalization-stalling-food-sovereignty  

 Resetting the Table: A People’s Food Policy for Canada 
http://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/default/files/fsc-resetting2012-8half11-lowres-
en.pdf 

 Regenerative Organic Farming: A Solution to Global Warming 
https://grist.files.wordpress.com/2009/06/rodale_research_paper-07_30_08.pdf  

 
5) Question for MPs  
What specific policy commitments would your party make to ensure that we have a more 
balanced agricultural policy that affords good financial opportunities to the next 
generation of farmers?  
 


