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Northern Ontario has an abundance of viable agricultural land, however, much of this land is 

underutilized, with fallow fields and in some instances, decaying infrastructure. There is 

significant potential for the expansion of agriculture within the Clay Belt, but this expansion is 

dependent on existing farmers, as well as new and young farmers.  Understanding the Barriers 

to Livestock Production in the Clay Belt: An Economic, Social and Political Analysis seeks to 

understand the socio-economic barriers regarding agricultural expansion in Northern Ontario. 

This research is part of the Northern Livestock Pilot Project focussed on an area of the Great 

Clay Belt along Highway 11 between Hearst and Cochrane in northeastern Ontario (Ontario 

Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), 2017). 

The expansion of agriculture in Northern Ontario is dependent on new and young farmers; 

however, many social and economic barriers exist, resulting in the loss of Northern youth and 

limited migration of new farmers. In order to enhance the growth of the agricultural sector, the 

barriers to establishing new farms and expanding existing farms must be understood, but 

research regarding agriculture in Northern Ontario is quite limited and has been largely 

scientific in nature. Research regarding local food has typically focused on the consumer and 

improving access to local food through food hubs and farmers’ markets (Ballamingie & Walker, 

2014; Nelson, C.H. and Stroink, 2012; Stroink, 2013). Little research has been conducted on the 

role of the producer, including economic and social barriers to agricultural production and 

expansion.   

This literature review will begin by reviewing the great potential for agricultural growth in the 

Clay Belt region of northeastern Ontario, the importance of local food and the economic, 

social, political and environmental barriers faced by farmers in remote and rural locales. 

Sources will include literature drawn from a variety of academic, government, industry and non-

profit sources pertaining to northeastern Ontario and other similar regions. The jurisdictional 

scan will review the organizations that work with new and existing farmers in Northern Ontario 

to address barriers. Three brief case studies will be presented to illustrate how barriers have 

been addressed in other rural regions. Finally, a variety of national and international initiatives 

addressing barriers to new and existing farmers will be described.  
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Introduction



This literature review and jurisdictional scan can help l’Université de Hearst, University of 

Guelph, farmers, Northern youth and other stakeholders involved in the collaborative action 

research project, Understanding the Barriers to Livestock Production in the Clay Belt: An 

Economic, Social and Political Analysis identify the barriers that prevent individuals and 

communities from engaging in livestock production in Northern Ontario and propose concrete 

solutions, both on the institutional/political level and on the individual level, in order to reduce 

or eliminate these barriers. The identification of barriers and best practices will help engage 

new and young farmers within the agricultural sector, thus strengthening Northern economies 

and the agricultural sector.   
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An expanding global middle class, as well as renewed interest in local food, is driving demand 

for livestock products such as beef and lamb. Northern Ontario is well positioned to take 

advantage of these opportunities. Northern Ontario has great potential to expand its agri-food 

economy because of its vast, affordable land base.  Climate change, demographic 

opportunities and the growing importance of local food support this potential.  

The Clay Belt area in northeastern Ontario shown in Figure 1 consists of 10.2 million acres of 

land, 35% of which is covered in coniferous forest and 28% in mixed forest. Potentially fertile 

glaciolacustrine and morainal calcareous clays and silts make up 66% of the area (Ontario 

Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs, 2017).  The area of the Great Clay Belt is equal 

to the total area under crops in the province in 2016.  Much of northeastern Ontario is located 

within the Ontario Shield Ecozone (OMNR, 2009). The climate in this area is characterized by 

long, cold winters and short, warm summers, with the mean daily temperature in January being 

around -15 degrees Celsius and the mean daily temperature in July being around 17 degrees 

Celsius (OMNR, 2009). Precipitation in this ecozone varies from 500mm per year to about 

850mm per year (OMNR, 2009).  

 

Potential in the  
Clay Belt Region of 
Northeastern Ontario

Figure 1. The Clay Belt (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs, 2017)
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Key facts about the state of agriculture in the region are: 

• Only about 1.4 per cent of the Clay Belt has been developed for agriculture. 

• The region extends into Northwestern Quebec, which contains another 13 million acres. 

• The Canada Land Inventory has identified ~4.4 million acres of Ontario's Clay Belt as Class 
2, 3 or 4, which are suitable for cultivation. The remainder has either not been classified or 
is unsuitable for agriculture. 

• The central limitations to productivity in the  Clay Belt and Northern Ontario are drainage 
and climate.  

• This warming trend goes back at least 30 years and is exemplified by the increase in annual 
crop heat units (CHU). 

• The region is suitable for forage production and the land is capable of supporting large 
herds of ruminant animals (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs, 2017). 

The Clay Belt’s development potential becomes obvious when the level of agricultural 

development is compared across provinces. Figure 2. shows the agricultural development 

differences between northeastern Ontario (west or left of border) and northwestern Quebec 

(right or east of the line) in the Great Clay Belt (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural 

Affairs, 2017). 

Figure 2. Development differences in the Great Clay Belt (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture 

Food and Rural Affairs, 2017)
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The Clay Belt region has experienced multiple cycles of growth and decline, due to 

environmental, economic, social and political issues. In fact, the level of improved (cleared) 

farmland in the area peaked in 1951 with 50,400 hectares at which time it steadily declined to 

only 14,421 hectares in 2006” (Manseau, 2008). The reason for this steep decline in agriculture 

is difficult to pinpoint. The fieldwork for Caldwell and Marr’s (2011) Current and Future 

Opportunities for Agricultural Development in Northeast Ontario: A Regional Development 

Perspective - Northeast Community Network (NeCN) Agriculture Study identified several 

possibilities such as “an increase in competition from international markets or a cultural and 

economic shift in the region away from agriculture towards more profitable ventures in mining 

and forestry.” The decline does not seem to be attributable to environmental conditions, but 

“rather obstacles tend to lie in socio-economic factors which suggests that agriculture could 

return and expand given the appropriate socio- economic conditions” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, 

p. 9). 

Beef production is declining in Northern Ontario as shown in Table 1. Livestock Inventories 

2016 & 2011 (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 2017). However, there are indications that 

changes that are currently well underway have the potential to transform certain areas of 

northeastern Ontario and the agricultural industry are experiencing growth.  The 2016 Census 

of Agriculture Farm and Food Operator Data release for Northern Ontario from Statistics 

Canada shows that the $209 million in gross farm cash receipts generated by Northern Ontario 

farms in 2016 is 9% higher than gross farm cash receipts in 2011 and there has been an 

increase of 8% in small farms (under 10 acres in size) over the same period (Caldwell, Howes, & 

Epp, 2018; Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 2017).   
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Along with the lack of available, affordable agricultural land in Ontario’s southern regions, 

changing climactic and environmental conditions have increased interest in the development of 

agriculture.  While climate change is expected to have negative impacts on many southern and 

coastal regions, it is hypothesized that agriculture in high-latitude developed countries may 

benefit (Graves, M, Deen, B., Fraser, E., Martin, 2015; Hanna, E. G., Bell, E., King, D., & 

Woodruff, 2011).  “With new technologies and a warming climate, crop yields are improving 

and the range of crops that can be grown in Northern Ontario is also increasing”(Caldwell et 

al., 2018). As the average number of heat units has increased so has the number of crops 

available because of the increasingly favourable conditions (Northeast Community Network 

(NECN), 2018).  For example, corn silage, soybeans, winter wheat and rich pastures that can 

support cattle farmers are becoming increasingly common in the region. There are “16 million 

underutilized acres that could support beef cow-calf production in the Great Clay Belt 

alone” (Beef North - Beef Farmers of Ontario, 2018).    

Item

2016 Census 2011 Census

Northern 
Ontario Province Percent of 

province
Percent 

from 2011 
Census

Northern 
Ontario Province Percent of 

province

Total cattle 
and calves 84,456 1,623,710 5.20 -8.45 92,248 1,741,381 5.30

Steers 7,309 305,514 2.39 8.35 6,746 291,263 2.32

Beef cows 26,698 236,253 11.30 -13.27 30,783 282,062 10.91

Dairy cows 9,265 311,960 2.97 -6.72 9,932  3.12

Total pigs 6,683 3,534,104 0.19 9.43 6,107 3,088,646 0.20

Total sheep 
and lambs 13,833 321,495 4.30 -4.21 14,441 352,807 4.09

Table 1. Livestock Inventories, 2016 & 2011 Census (number) (Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture Food & Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), 2017)
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The Importance of Local Food Systems 

Food systems are understood as dynamic webs of people and other elements of living food 

systems connected and interdependent in a multiplicity of complex ways(Wiebe, Nettie & 

Wipf, 2011).  Local food systems are central to the concept of food sovereignty. Food 

sovereignty, defined as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 

produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their 

own food and agriculture system” (La Via Campesina, 2018) challenges the dominant 

conceptualization of food chains that control production inputs through commodity 

production, processing, packaging, transporting, marketing and retailing to consumption 

(Wiebe, Nettie & Wipf, 2011).  Shifting to a food sovereignty paradigm necessitates reorienting 

agricultural production to domestic consumption, safeguarding adequate incomes for food 

producers and environmental sustainability (Wiebe, Nettie & Wipf, 2011).  Food sovereignty 

addresses distribution questions through its consideration of access to productive resources 

(Edelman et al., 2014). To be food sovereign necessitates access to land, seeds, resources, 

markets and policy supports and durable interactions of citizens, governments, markets and 

nature.   

Export-oriented agricultural policies, such as those reflected in international trade agreements, 

have eroded food sovereignty in rural Canada. While large, transnational corporations 

maximize profits through controlling food supply chains, rural communities experience lower 

farm incomes, fewer family owned farms, depopulation and higher store-bought food costs 

(National Farmers Union (NFU), 2017; Wiebe, Nettie & Wipf, 2011).  While yields and gross 

farm revenue increased over the past three decades, farmers’ share of that value has decreased 

significantly (Qualman, 2011) and farmers are increasingly pressured to enlarge and 

corporatize. Food manufacturers can tap into a range of options to source cheap inputs on a 

global scale. With this leverage they can increase competition and lower prices paid for these 

commodities, and such actions often undermine the livelihoods of smallholder farmers (Scrinis, 

2016). The pressure to increase exports continues to accelerate.  For example, the 2017 federal 

budget’s Innovation and Skills Plan aims to increase agri-food exports by 33% by 2025 to $75 

billion annually, yet the “very infrastructure that would be needed to supersize our exports 

would create roadblocks for the development of more localized food systems” (National 

Farmers Union (NFU), 2017, pp. 2–3). As a result, Canada’s food system loses diversity, 

becomes more export dependent, and loses lucrative opportunities to contribute value-added 

activities (National Farmers Union (NFU), 2017). In addition, the pressure to maximize 

production under this model creates dependencies on technology and chemicals which 

degrade the natural environment (Qualman, 2011). 
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While rural and urban communities all play essential roles in forging food systems that foster 

health and well-being for the planet and its people, rural communities make significant 

contributions to Canadian food sovereignty and face numerous distinct challenges (Food 

Secure Canada, 2015; Levkoe, 2013).  Northern Ontario’s Agri-Food Strategy identified 

increasing Northern consumption of food produced in the north as one of its key strategic 

priorities (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs, 2011).  Healthy, local food is 

not equally available across Ontario. Poverty is higher and food more expensive in rural and 

remote communities, making it more difficult for residents to afford nutritious store-bought 

food. Increased distances to stores and a lack of public transportation can exacerbate the effect 

of poverty on rural communities (Lauzon, 2017). Indigenous and remote communities in 

Northeast Ontario are often lacking in fresh and affordable food products, while area farmers 

have the ability to produce quality meats and vegetables but often lack a market or find it 

difficult to compete when shipping to markets in the south, so there is room to improve the 

linkages between farmers and Indigenous and remote communities (Caldwell & Marr, 2011b, p. 

15). 

In Northern Ontario, many communities do not yet control their food systems and do not have 

sufficient access to locally produced healthy and safe food, but the potential is there that 

expanding agricultural production in the Clay Belt will support local food systems. The strong 

trend in recent years towards the consumption of fresh food products near production sites is 

expanding the potential for market gardening and livestock production (Martinez, 2010).  The 

increasing popularity for niche markets such as grass-fed, organic, or locally produced food 

creates several opportunities for agriculture in the Clay Belt.  The area’s ability to produce 

quality hay and pastures presents an opportunity for grass-fed beef production (Caldwell & 

Marr, 2011a).  Also, “there may be some comparative advantages in supplying local markets 

because of their proximity and existing infrastructure, such as the Polar Bear Express allowing 

products to be shipped to communities along the James Bay coast” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, 

p. 25). Considering the importance of local food for health and the impacts of a strong 

agricultural sector on economic development, Northern communities can benefit significantly 

from the expansion of agriculture. This growth will result in a stable population base, youth 

retention and attraction of new farmers but is dependent on an examination and keen 

understanding of social and economic barriers unique to Northern Ontario. 
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Farming in the 21st century comes with a variety of challenges.  In Northern communities, 

economic, social, political and environmental barriers are heightened due to the vast 

geographic area, low population densities and limited access to appropriate services (Fuller, 

Edwards, Procter, & Moss, 2000; Hossain, Eley, Coutts, & Gorman, 2008; Kennedy, Maple, 

McKay, & Brumby, 2014; MacLeod, Browne, & Leipert, 1998; Stain, Kelly, Lewin, Higginbotham, 

Beard, & Hourihan, 2008). 

Rural youth out-migration and population aging are two of the most significant trends shaping 

communities in the 21st century. Between 1851 and 2011, the rural population in Canada 

dropped from 90% to 18.9% of the total population (Statistics Canada, 2017a). Between the 

years 2001-2011 in Ontario specifically, urban centers experienced population growth while 

rural communities experienced population decline (Moazzami, 2015).  The average age of a 

farm operator in Northern Ontario is 55 (Statistics Canada, 2017b).  Many rural communities 

struggle to retain their youth (Alston, 2004; Jamieson, 2000). As a result, these communities 

experience aging populations, the closure of businesses and a declining population base, 

resulting in low levels of social capital (Ball & Wiley, 2005; Dale & Onyx, 2010; Stain, et al., 

2008).   

Rural youth out-migration and population decline deprive “communities of badly needed tax 

revenue, threatening the viability of local schools, depressing local and regional economies, as 

well as stripping fraying towns and regions of hope for the future (BC Rural Centre, 2017, p. 8). 

However, changes that are currently well underway including trends in counter urbanization 

(Stockdale & Laoire, 2016) are transforming certain areas of northeastern Ontario and the 

agricultural industry are experiencing growth; however, this movement is concentrated in only a 

few areas and growth is not equal across the north. According to Statistics Canada, 1 in 4 rural 

youth who leave their community return to the same community within 10 years (Mcdonald, 

2011). There are opportunities to build on that 25% success rate to identify what would help 

attract and retain the other 75%.  Rural and remote communities require robust economic 

initiatives that encourage youth retention and inbound migration (Alston, 2004; Caldwell & 

Marr, 2013; Caldwell & Marr, 2011a; Flora, Flora, & Gasteyer, 2015). 

Barriers Faced by new and 
Existing Farmers in Rural 
and Remote Regions
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Maximizing the agricultural potential of Northern Ontario requires a better understanding of 

the barriers that prevent individuals and communities from engaging in livestock production in 

Northern Ontario.  The barriers are presented here under the categories of economic, social, 

political and environmental for ease of communication, but there are overlaps and intersections 

between the categories. For example, limited access to farm financing creates economic 

barriers, but is the result of political and social barriers. Likewise, the weaknesses in local food 

systems in the Clay Belt stem from economic, social, political and environmental conditions and 

have economic, social, political and environmental impacts.  

Economic Barriers 
Farmers in rural and remote regions face challenges to business profitability in the following 

strategic areas.  

Transportation 

Transportation takes longer, costs more and is more complicated in rural and remote areas 

(Caldwell et al., 2018, p. 28).  This affects farmers’ access to service, supplies and markets. For 

example, the logistics and cost of trucking up special orders or small quantities can be 

prohibitive. Distribution costs are also higher as agri-food products must travel further to reach 

their market. Access to services, such as abattoirs, can involve long distance so that is a related 

challenge (Caldwell et al., 2018). Distance to large markets is a major obstacle to profitability, 

“particularly when attempting an agriculture model based upon exports to markets in the 

south, such as cash crops or cow-calf operations, the long distances are a considerable 

obstacle. With a rising cost of fuel, the added cost of transportation reduces the margins of 

producers and thereby provides a competitive disadvantage for area producers” (Caldwell & 

Marr, 2011a, p. 18).   

Competition for Labour 

“Competition for labour with other, often higher paying, industries such as mining and forestry 

is a common barrier for farm businesses. It is compounded by the fact that overall Canada 

faces a labour force challenge as “the demographic replacement of the non-metro workforce in 

Canada fell below 100%” (Lauzon, Bollman, & Ashton, 2015).   There are fewer young potential 

entrants to the workforce, compared to potential retirees from the workforce.  Producers and 

processors have difficulty finding labour for their operations while the long hours and 
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comparably lower wage can be difficult to justify for prospective farmers (Caldwell & Marr, 

2011a, p. 26). “The shortfall of skilled farm labor is affecting young farmers as well as the 

general farm community” (National Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018). 

Value of Commodities 
Uncertainty about commodity values is an issue for farming across northeastern Ontario, and 

beyond. Even when commodity prices are on the rise, the value may still be too low to be 

profitable, especially considering the consistent rise of input costs. Commodity value volatility 

is a particular risk for farmers in the Clay Belt who may have fewer crop options than other 

farmers in Ontario (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, p. 26). 

Limited Access to Farm Financing 

Although investments in on- farm infrastructure such as housing for livestock and machinery for 

cash cropping would help farmers increase their efficiency, effectiveness, and competitiveness, 

many farmers in remote rural regions cannot afford the expense of obtaining or installing this 

infrastructure (Caldwell & Marr, 2011b).  A common issue faced by farmers in rural areas is 

difficulty obtaining loans and financing. This creates a serious limitation to expansion and 

upkeep and improvements such as housing facilities, tiling, and equipment. Poor access to 

loans and financing results from a variety of factors including limited access to agricultural 

specialists in area banks and no Farm Credit Canada office located within the region (Caldwell 

& Marr, 2011b, p. 21). Another possible reason for the difficulty obtaining financing “may be 

the lack of equity that these operations hold. For instance, due to much higher land prices in 

southern Ontario the inherent value of farming operations may provide adequate collateral 

whereas the very low land prices in the NeCN catchment area will not. Nevertheless, it should 

be noted that farmers across the province are experiencing similar difficulties with obtaining 

financing apparently as a result of a shift of focus to cash-flow” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, p. 19). 

Furthermore, financing is essential for new farmers, but again acquiring the loans and financing 

necessary to start such operations is a significant obstacle (National Young Farmers Coalition 

(USA), 2018). 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Limited Agricultural Infrastructure, Suppliers, Product Handling, and Other 
Services  

Local infrastructure and equipment are lacking, making rural communities and smaller growers 

dependent upon highly centralized infrastructure for food production such as abattoirs and 

grain storage (Food Secure Canada, 2015). In order to sustain day to day operations on a farm 

and to remain economically viable, farmers require off the farm support from businesses and 

individuals in their area who provide a specialized service as well as support from local 

governments who should maintain infrastructure and the provincial government who builds 

capacity through grant provision, research initiatives and pilot projects. Farmers in Northern 

Ontario are subject to losses of necessary services such large-animal veterinarians and farm 

equipment repair businesses and specialized personnel (Miller, 2013). In addition to this, farm 

supply outlets and feed depots are also disappearing from the rural landscape. For example, 

“the NeCN catchment area has limited agriculture infrastructure and product handling such as 

the lack of a grain elevator and rail depot as well as limited storage for grains or vegetables. 

The area also has a limited number of agricultural product suppliers and it was indicated by 

almost every producer interviewed that they must obtain all feed; seed; fertilizer; chemicals; 

machinery and parts; and other associated products from southern suppliers. This represents 

an added cost and significant inconvenience to area farmers. It also represents a weakness 

from an economic development perspective as resources are leaked out of the area into 

Timiskaming District with limited opportunity to capture the corresponding benefits of 

increased agriculture production in the area. As it stands now it does not appear that these 

services will return through market devices, nevertheless it is possible that they would arise on 

their own following an increase in farming in the area” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, p. 18).   

Land Access 

Land access is frequently identified as the most significant barrier to new farmers in other 

regions, (Food Secure Canada, 2017b; National Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018; 

Serkoukou, 2014) but in this respect the Clay Belt situation is unique and advantageous since 

land is comparatively affordable. While the lower cost of land is an advantage for the region; 

the challenge will be ensuring  that agricultural land remains accessible (Miller, 2013).  Land 

prices in Southern Ontario have dramatically increased since 2008, which one may view as a 

positive prospect for the agricultural industry in Northern Ontario. However, if farm land prices 

continue to rise exponentially in Southern Ontario, the likelihood of farm land price inflations in 

the north are quite high.  Another concern is that while housing costs tend to be lower in rural 

communities, rural incomes are also lower which can present a significant challenge for new 
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farm owners during the earlier phases of establishing and growing their businesses (National 

Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018). 

Limited Extension, Outreach, and Knowledge Transfer Services  

Existing farmers need regionally-based extension services on topics like “low-input agriculture, 

adaptation to climate change, integrated pest management, alternative fertility techniques, 

energy efficiency, and a range of innovative, cost-reducing practices that are not available from 

the companies that supply them with seeds and fertilizers” (FarmStart Ontario, 2016). More 

opportunities for learning within the agricultural community through the use of peer-learning, 

extension, and outreach are also required (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a). There is also a risk of losing 

prospective new farmers at the outset if there are not affordable, accessible ways for those 

from non-farm backgrounds explore a career in agriculture, therefore, new farmer training 

programs are needed in urban as well as rural communities to engage potential new farmers 

“where they live, before expecting them to take the leap and ‘buy the farm’” (FarmStart 

Ontario, 2016).  

While the lack of extension, outreach, and knowledge transfer services is a common weakness 

in rural areas, agricultural outreach in Northern Ontario is favourably viewed. As of 2011, the 

Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) do not have a representative 

based in Cochrane District but the unit responsible for this area based in New Liskeard, an 

adjacent Northern district does; this is, however, a huge geographic area for Northern 

OMAFRA staff (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a).  Although the OMAFRA website includes a sidebar 

link to Northern Agriculture Development Advisors, the link appears broke (Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), 2018a).  

Succession Planning 

The fact that aging farm operators often have done limited succession planning is a barrier to 

agricultural growth because proper succession planning is required for sound business 

decisions and smooth transitions to successors (MNP, 2018). Farmer-to-farmer mentoring and 

the transfer of knowledge and skills is critical for the next generation, but Caldwell and Marr 

found aging farmers often had not planned “for their operations once they could no longer 

farm. In many cases aging farmers had no interested children to pass the farm on to and no 

intention (or little expectation) of selling the operation” (FarmStart Ontario, 2016).  This 

suggests that as farmers age many farm operations will be left unutilized and the knowledge 

and wisdom built through a lifetime of farming experience will be lost. Debt barriers from the 
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current model of debt-financed intergenerational transfer also negatively affect the chances of 

success for new generations of farmers (FarmStart Ontario, 2016). 

Social Barriers 

Amenities and Services 

The quality of life in rural communities is closely linked with a variety of factors including; 

cultural and recreational amenities and access to a variety of services.  From health care, to 

schools, to shops, to churches, amenities and services in rural communities meet basic needs 

and bring residents together, enhance social cohesion and create a sense of belonging among 

residents (Oncescu & Giles, 2013).  Attracting a variety of farming and non-farming residents is 

needed to  create the population base required to support the services and amenities that 

improve quality of life. When these services and amenities are limited rural communities 

struggle to retain and attract residents which then further exacerbates the challenges of 

providing amenities and services. 

Rural schools are particularly noted for how their role goes beyond that of formal education, 

and are a major consideration in the attraction and retention of farming families. From an 

economic perspective, rural schools are arguably one of the larger employers in rural areas and 

as a result, may assist in the retention of young families where parents are working in the 

education sector. As such, when a rural school is closed, it may give rise to a trickle effect as a 

result of young families relocating due to job losses and extremely long commutes to and from 

school for their young children. Although these population changes vary between 

communities, rural school closures are directly correlated with the loss of other services due to 

the regionalization of public services (Oncescu & Giles, 2013). In addition to being a place for 

socialization, rural schools contribute to the development and strength of a community’s 

identity. Rural schools play an integral role in a community’s development and sustainability by 

fostering social capital, social networks, partnerships and leadership. In response to declining 

populations in rural areas, school boards are closing and amalgamating rural schools across the 

country. In addition to this, many rural communities are facing major declines in resources 

productions, high unemployment rates, and offer residents very limited services and amenities, 

thus forcing younger adults to relocate to larger urban centres. Aging populations coupled with 

the out-migration of young adults and families have caused the government to make 

significant reductions in funding for educational services, leaving rural communities vulnerable 

to school closures (Oncescu & Giles, 2013).  

14



Another critical service emphasized in the literature is high speed internet. Weaknesses in 

broadband connectivity in rural Canada have serious impacts on rural economic development 

and social vibrancy (CRRF, 2017; CRRF, RPLC, & Rural Development Institute University of 

Brandon, 2017).  This issue is timely given the federal governments consideration of changes to 

its commitment to Rural Broadband that might limit expansion of 5G service into rural areas 

and the availability of high speed for some advanced internet service providers and their rural 

customers (Rural Ontario Insitute, 2018).  

Equity 

Systemic racism creates obstacles for Indigenous participation in agriculture. Indigenous 

farmers have faced disproportionate rates of land loss, and the decline in numbers of their 

farms over the last century has been partly attributed to decades of discriminatory practices by 

government (National Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018). Rural development must address 

the needs of the Indigenous People as they continue to affirm their treaty and land rights and 

advance the quality of life for their people, addressing the historic injustices (Lauzon et al., 

2015).  Barriers to farming are also intensified for women, visible minorities and other groups 

who have been historically marginalized.  

Political Barriers 
A rural perspective on policy that attends to the consequences of rurality (density and/or 

distance to density) for public policies and programs is often neglected in policy decision 

making (Lauzon, Bollman, & Ashton, 2015).  The major policy barrier is that policy is geared to 

larger producers, so the scale of the policy is inappropriate to smaller producers.  This 

undermines the ability of smaller local growers to sustainably produce food for local consumers 

by favouring industrial, large-scale food production businesses (Food Secure Canada, 2015).  

For example, the federal government’s AgriCompetitiveness funding stream disadvantages 

smaller scale operators because the regulations to promote farm safety are often inappropriate 

to smaller farms (Food Secure Canada, 2017a).  

FarmStart Ontario (2016) notes that new farmers and small farms do not qualify for many 

support programs and supply-managed systems are often prohibitively expensive (FarmStart 

Ontario, 2016). Related to the issue of policy being at an inappropriate scale for many farmers 

in the Clay Belt, the expectations for SMEs to comply with rules and regulations which are 

complex and involved lots of paperwork made available programs inaccessible (Caldwell & 
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Marr, 2011a). Small farmers often feel “unfairly subjected to rules and regulations designed for 

large scale operators. This is frequently cited in the area of food safety regulations that can 

create high costs for small farmers and abattoirs with limited financial support to adhere to 

them”(Caldwell & Marr, 2011b).  For example, Bison du Nord and Burt Farm Country Meats in 

the Timiskaming and Mantoulin Districts respectively, note the challenges of negotiating a 

regulatory system designed for large companies: “to make a cultured pepperettes, a $1,000 

pH meter and a $900 water activity meter are required to test the product, even if it’s only 1 lb 

worth. Larger companies who are producing 3,000 lbs require the same two tools. Small scale 

producers do not have the economies of scale to take on this burden of cost” (Caldwell et al., 

2018, p. 35). There is also a common opinion among Clay Belt area farmers that farmers on the 

Quebec side of the border have a “competitive advantage resulting from an increased number 

of service and subsidies from their provincial government” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011b, p. 25).  

Finally, despite evidence that Canadian farm women make significant contributions by 

providing labour, capital and decision making, the significant influence women have in family 

decisions to farm in the North is underappreciated in policy.  Women’s influence has yet to be 

fully recognized in agricultural organizations and government policy consultations (Martz, 2006; 

Roppel, Martz, Desmarais, & Martz, 2006). 

Environmental Barriers 

Although climate change is thought to be a positive aspect for farmers in northeastern Ontario, 

it is crucial that farmers in this area build the capacity that will enable them to be adaptable to 

the impending changes associated with climate change (Caldwell et al., 2018). It is widely 

agreed that while crops are expected to positively respond to elevated levels of carbon 

dioxide, impacts of increased temperatures and precipitation and the predicted increases of 

extreme weather events such as drought and flood, will likely combine and result in a decrease 

in yields and an increase in production risks (Fischer & Shah, 2005).  

Climate change has the potential to affect livestock both directly and indirectly. By many, 

climate change is thought to be characterized by an increase in mean global temperatures as a 

result of anthropogenic activity. More recently, it has become accepted that climate change will 

manifest itself through extreme weather events ranging from floods and drought to extreme 

temperatures. As the threat of heatwaves increases, it is imperative that farmers consider what 

heat stress may do to an animal (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2017). Heat 

stress may reduce fertility as well as an animal’s milk production as many animals will eat less 
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due to heat. When considering Northern agriculture, even a slight increase in temperature may 

enable foreign bodies to live in traditionally cooler Northern climates, thus increasing an 

animal’s vulnerability to disease as well. This is because an earlier onset of spring or a warmer 

winter may allow pathogens or parasites to survive. This may lead to changes in veterinary 

practices, which would involve increases in the use of parasiticides and vaccinations, possibly 

leading to drug-resistant strains of parasites and pathogens. Lastly, drought may threaten 

foliage and feed pastures that livestock graze on (United States Environmental Protection 

Agency, 2017).  

A comprehensive discussion of the growing research body concerning the effects of climate 

change and its variability on agricultural production is outside the scope of this literature 

review’s focus on economic and social barriers to the attraction and retention to new and 

existing farmers. However, the issue of climate change is pressing because it is unpredictable 

and it involves interactions between climatic, environmental, economic, health, political, 

institutional, and technological processes (Fischer & Shah, 2005). The climactic variability that is 

associated with climate change and its effects on agricultural production raises a sense of 

profound uncertainty among farmers worldwide and “young farmers are on the front lines of 

climate change, experiencing unpredictable weather, severe storms, drought, pests, and 

disease” (National Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018).  

Final Observations of Barriers: Interconnections and 
Perceptions 
Economic, social, political and environmental barriers are interconnected and therefore cannot 

be addressed in isolation.  For example, economic barriers to profitability for new and existing 

farmers in rural and remote regions such as transportation costs require policy changes to 

infrastructure funding and also relate to social barriers like isolation or limited services.  In 

addition, all of this happens within an environmental context, so consideration of sustainability, 

conservation and climate change also need to be part of economic, social and political 

solutions. 

The power of negative perceptions is another key theme which intersects economic, social, 

political and environmental barriers.  For example, a “common perception held by interview 

participants was that the federal and provincial governments were indifferent to, or even 

opposed, the expansion of agriculture in the North. This can present threats in two key ways. 

For one, when attempting to work with other levels of government to expand this sector it may 

be difficult to establish a good working relationship. As well, assuming that this perception is 
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accurate, it may prove difficult to obtain much needed support from the federal or provincial 

governments” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, p. 27).  Regardless of whether governments are 

actually indifferent to issues affecting farmers in the Clay Belt, the perception of indifference is 

enough to act as a barrier. Another example is the perception many producers have of a 

limited market for local production regardless of the fact that “those that geared their 

operations towards local markets appeared to be quite successful. In fact, one operator 

mentioned his initial scepticism and abrupt change of heart following the great success he had 

selling beef locally. This common scepticism could pose a threat to efforts attempting to 

expand local production/consumption in the area“ (Caldwell & Marr, 2011a, p. 27).  Similarly, 

the perception of limited opportunities for rural youth is a barrier regardless of how limited 

actual opportunities happen to be, (Corbett & Forsey, 2017; Davies, 2008).   

The perception of a limited farming culture in the Clay Belt is a barrier to attracting new 

farmers to the community. The Clay Belt region is commonly perceived not for its agricultural 

potential, but rather as a region based on mining and forestry (Caldwell & Marr, 2011b).  

Furthermore, “the dominant culture of the area would seem to reinforce this expectation where 

local residents see their own communities as based on mining and forestry with little 

expectations from agriculture” (Caldwell & Marr, 2011b).  

The importance of perception points to the value of appropriately communicating 

opportunities and supports and the dangers to taking a deficit approach to agricultural 

expansion and rural revitalization in the Clay Belt.  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The expansion of agriculture in the north has been supported by the municipal, provincial and 

federal governments through funding programs, policy direction and educational outreach.  

The Growth Plan for Northern Ontario was developed in 2011 by the Ministry of Northern 

Development and Mines through extensive consultation with Northerners to guide the 

development of a strong, diversified and resilient Northern economy.  The Growth Plan 

identified 11 existing and emerging sectors for economic growth which included food 

processing, aquaculture and agriculture (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs, 

2011).  The priorities outlined in the Growth Plan coupled with further research and feedback 

from a diversity of stakeholders including representatives of agri-food businesses and 

associations to First Nations and Metis communities informed the 2017 Northern Ontario 
Agri-Food Strategy. The strategy identified five strategic directions to drive growth which 

include: 1-Foster a culture of innovation; 2- Strengthen Northern primary agriculture and 

aquaculture production; 3- Strengthen Northern food processing; 4-Increase Northern 

consumption of food produced in the North; and 5- Increase opportunities for Indigenous 

people and communities to participate in economic development in the agri-food sector in 

Northern Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), 2017). 

There are a number of organizations and initiatives committed to supporting and growing 

agriculture and local food in Northern Ontario (Caldwell et al., 2018).  There are also provincial 

and federal organizations active in supporting the attraction and retention of Northern farmers. 

Key organizations are briefly summarized below. 

The Northeast Community Network (NeCN) is an incorporated, regional non-profit 

organization that “promotes collaborative economic development, applied research and 

support for forestry, mining, agriculture and tourism and business development.” It is an 

excellent example of collaboration among municipalities, First Nations, the private sector and 

local economic development organizations in supporting regional initiatives (Northeast 

Community Network, 2018). 

Support for New and 
Existing Farmers in 
Northern Ontario
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Farm Credit Canada (FCC) lends billions of dollars through a variety of financing products and 

services. They also build awareness and understanding of sustainable agriculture and food 

systems through Canadian Ag Literacy Week, agriculture in the classroom programs and FCC 

on campus.  Farm management tips and the latest agricultural news are available with a 

subscription to AgriSuccess, and the weekly e-newsletter FCC Express (Farm Credit Canada, 

2018). 

FarmStart grew from the recognition that farming communities are aging, and structural, 

economic, and practical challenges are preventing new and young farmers from getting into 

the sector. FarmStart has developed and piloted various programs in response to the needs of 

prospective and current start-up farmers in Ontario, working primarily with New Canadians, 

young people from non-farm backgrounds and second career farmers. Important FarmStart 

resources include policy recommendations developed from the National Farm Renewal 

Initiative with Food Secure Canada http://www.farmstart.ca/farm-renewal/  and The Rural 

Landowner Stewardship Guide http://www.farmstart.ca/new-and-improved-rural-landowner-

stewardship-guide/  (FarmStart, 2018). 

The Northern Ontario Heritage Fund Corporation (NOHFC) was established in 1988 to 

“promote and stimulate economic development initiatives in Northern Ontario by providing 

financial assistance to projects that stabilize, diversify and foster the economic growth and 

diversification of the region. The NOHFC provides economic development funding to 

approved projects for all ten of the Northern districts. Agriculture, aquaculture and food 

processing are a few of the existing and emerging sectors in which the NOHFC provides 

funding. It was announced in April of 2018, that the NOHFC was investing $15.6 million in 27 

agricultural projects in Northern Ontario. These investments include funding studies that will 

support the agricultural sector; land clearing and tile drainage; and agricultural facility 

expansion”(Northern Ontario Heritage Fund Corporation (NOHFC), 2018). 

The Northern Food Network (NFN) is “co-hosted by the Arctic Institute of Community-Based 

Research (AICBR) and Food Secure Canada (FSC) as a space for people working in and 

interested in Northern food security to share, learn about best practices across the North and 

advance collective action on food security” (Arctic Institute of Community-based Research, 

2018). 

The Northern Ontario Farm Innovation Alliance (NOFIA) is a non-profit organization created 

“to develop strategies and partnerships to ensure the advancement of agricultural research 

and innovation in Northern Ontario.” NOFIA works to promote local food and agriculture in 

the north through research projects such as the Dairy Processing Strategy and by facilitating 
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events such as the Northeast Bites, and A Day in Farm Country. NOFIA also administers 

funding from the NOHFC for tile drainage and land clearing projects. NOFIA also received 

funding to create farmnorth.com, which is a website that hosts Northern Ontario agricultural 

information and research for all the Northern Ontario districts (Northern Ontario Farm 

Innovation Alliance, 2018). 

BeefNorth is a Beef Farmers of Ontario initiative focused on cow herd expansion in Northern 

Ontario by creating affordable pathways “for beginning and existing farmers to establish 

economically viable farm businesses of scale that will be sustainable for decades.” The 

BeefNorth website provides information about beef farming in Northern Ontario including 

details about the different districts (Beef North - Beef Farmers of Ontario, 2018). 

The Starting a Farm in Northern Ontario Online Course was developed by Beef Farmers of 

Ontario, College Boreal and the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs. The 

course containing eight modules and is intended to take the user through the steps that 

require consideration prior to starting a farm in Northern Ontario.  There are also a variety of 

additional resources to support the Starting a Farm in Northern Ontario Course (Ontario 

Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), 2018b). 

FedNor is the Government of Canada’s economic development organization for Northern 

Ontario. It supports a network of 24 Community Futures Development Corporations (CFDCs) in 

Northern Ontario. CFDCs are non-profit organizations that assist local businesses with 

financing, and financial and business planning. Through its Northern Ontario Development 

Program (NODP), FedNor invests in projects that foster community economic development, 

innovation, and business growth. To date, FedNor has invested $235 million through 838 

projects in various sectors in Northern Ontario (Government of Canada, 2018). 

The Rural Agri-Innovation Network (RAIN) is a non-profit organization dedicated to building 

“a resilient farm and food sector in Northern Ontario through innovative research and 

agriculture development projects.” RAIN achieves its vision by providing support for farmers 

and food businesses while also collaborating with industry, government and communities to 

create initiatives that support farmers and agri-food businesses including micro-grants to 

farmers through the SNAPP program (Rural Agri-Innovation Network (RAIN), 2018). 

The municipal toolkit, Facilitating the Agriculture and Local Food Sector in Northern 

Ontario is intended to help Northern Ontario municipalities improve agriculture and access to 

local food.  The toolkit suggests 10 actions that Northern Ontario municipalities can implement 

to encourage Northern food production: 
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1. Develop an Agricultural Advisory Committee 

2. Create an Agriculture and Agri-Food Sector Strategy 

3. Map your Agricultural Assets 

4. Create Policies that are Supportive of Agriculture and Agricultural-Related Activities 

5. Build Agricultural Knowledge of Municipal Staff 

6. Encourage Innovation with New and Established Farm Businesses 

7. Encourage New Farmers 

8. Build Partnerships with Other Municipalities 

9. Invest in Local Infrastructure 

10. Get to Know your Farm Organizations (Caldwell et al., 2018, p. 9) 

In addition, the local food guide for municipalities (Association of Municipalities Ontario., 2013) 

and the Agri-Food Initiatives Ontario Directory (AFIO) (Ontario Federation of Agriculture, 2018) 

are also valuable resources.  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Three case examples, the Kimberley Region in Western Australia, the Peace River Regional 

District British Columbia and the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District British Columbia illustrate 

how the activities of organizations in different jurisdictions with similar social, economic and 

geographic conditions can highlight recent developments and offer key lessons in promoting 

agricultural expansion in rural and remote regions (LBCG, 2018).   

Kimberley Region in Western Australia  

Similar to Northern Ontario, the Kimberley Region in northwestern Australia is seeing increases 

in diversity in the regional economy. More specifically, the region is capitalizing on 

opportunities in mining, construction, tourism, retail, agriculture, and rangelands.  As with any 

regional economy, there are also some factors that hinder the growth and diversity of the area’s 

economy. These include; housing, health and well-being, and education and training. The 

Kimberley Region is characterized as a remote and sparsely populated area in the northwestern 

region of Australia with an estimated residential population of about 39, 000. The Region 

experiences a sub-tropical climate and has distinct wet and dry seasons. The dry season occurs 

between May to October and the wet season occurs between November to April (Department 

of Primary Industries and Regional Development - Government of Western Australia, n.d.; 

Department of Regional Development - Government of Western Australia., 2014; Kimberley 

Development Commission, 2016). 

The rangelands of Western Australia are divided into five regions, with the largest populations 

of cattle in the Kimberley and Pilbara Regions. The Kimberley Region is home to 93 pastoral 

stations (a large landholding used for the production of livestock) with an average station area 

of about 230 406 hectares. Although agriculture is not necessarily new to the Kimberley 

Region, the industry does have potential for future growth. The region has all of the key natural 

resources that are necessary in the development of a strong agricultural industry; climate, water 

and soil but the government has identified opportunities and areas in which to improve 

(Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development - Government of Western 

Case Studies Addressing 
the Barriers for New and 
Existing Farmers in Other 
Rural Regions
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Australia, n.d.; Department of Regional Development - Government of Western Australia., 

2014; Kimberley Development Commission, 2016). 

In 2010, the Kimberley Development Commission began working on the Kimberley Regional 

Investment Blueprint that aims to guide and promote regional development until 2016, and 

beyond. This blueprint recognizes a number of aspects that are unique to the Kimberley 

Region, which include its people, landscapes and heritage. The blueprint is grounded in three 

fundamental concepts that provide both logic and intent. These concepts include: the belief 

that many of the solutions to the region’s most pressing social challenges are likely found in the 

development opportunities enjoyed by the region, regional governance will play an integral 

role in achieving the potential of the region, and that a clear strategy with a transparent 

purpose will play a vital role in delivering the best regional development outcomes. The 

blueprint draws on a wide range of supporting information from a variety of sources, which 

include planning documents, stakeholder engagement sessions as well as expert position 

papers and public comment on draft versions of the blueprint. Identified within the blueprint 

are six agendas that will contribute to the achievement of the regional development objectives 

within the blueprint. These agendas are: regional leadership and development readiness, 

enhancing the capability of the services sector, aboriginal advancement, industry and resources 

development, developing our regional centres and infrastructure for driving growth 

(Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development - Government of Western 

Australia, n.d.; Department of Regional Development - Government of Western Australia., 

2014; Kimberley Development Commission, 2016). 

The blueprint addresses a number of factors that have and are still shaping the regional 

economy today. Similar to many areas in Northern Ontario, the Kimberley Region is home to a 

large number of Indigenous people, who account for approximately 44% of the region’s total 

population. In both Northern Ontario and in the Kimberley Region, the experiences and 

outcomes for Indigenous people are dramatically different from that of others. The blueprint 

brings attention to the socio-economic characteristics that are exhibited by many indigenous 

populations, which heavily impact public policy and service provision due to high demands on 

health, education, training and justice, community development and industry.  

In response to the global demand for high quality food products, the blueprint addresses a 

number of challenges to the growth of the agricultural and rangeland industries. The blueprint 

distinguishes between the two industries because the rangelands industry is significantly larger 

than the rest of the region’s agriculture sector. Furthermore, the term rangelands is used to 

describe a large and distinct land form in the region, which is leased under a specific and 
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narrow set of conditions. This plan highlights challenges in both sectors that are similar to the 

challenges faced by Northern Ontario while trying to strengthen and develop the region’s 

livestock agriculture sector.  

Some of these common challenges include: 

• access to a reliable source of skilled labour within the region, 

• limited funding available to invest in the land and water infrastructure needed to strengthen 
the region’s potential,  

• the constraints associated with natural resource and environmental management, climate 
change and access to transport,  

• identification and protection of prime agricultural land, 

• and the need to bring that prime agricultural land into sustainable production (Department 
of Primary Industries and Regional Development - Government of Western Australia, n.d.; 
Department of Regional Development - Government of Western Australia., 2014; 
Kimberley Development Commission, 2016). 

The blueprint highlights a number of mitigation measures that enable the growth of the 

agricultural and rangeland industries. Similar to the challenges identified within the blueprint, 

many of these enablers may assist in the mitigation of challenges experienced in Northern 

Ontario.  

Some of these enablers include: 

• develop greater certainty in land availability and access to water resources; 

• make careers in agriculture accessible by changing or improving land acquisition process to 
broaden the economic and social base of the agricultural industry; 

• identify the need for future research where applicable – this may involve the creation of 
maps to identify current and future infrastructure needs, including water, transportation, 
energy, communications and processing; 

• invest in and develop meat processing capacity; 

• invest in sufficient road infrastructure; 

• create partnerships with aboriginal groups who will support a reliable labour force.  

Peace River Regional District British Columbia  

The Peace River Regional District is located in North-East British Columbia, on the Prairie side 

of the Rocky Mountains. The regional boundaries contain approximately twelve million hectares 
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of land, 11% of which is within the Province’s Agricultural Land Reserve (Don Cameron 

Associates, 2013). In 2013, the Peace River Regional District undertook the development of a 

Regional Agricultural Plan to be adopted by the Regional District Board (Peace River Regional 

District, 2017). The Regional Agricultural Plan was developed through consultation with the 

community and under the guidance of the Regional District’s Agricultural Advisory Committee. 

Identified within the plan are guiding principles, priorities and directions, and key strategies 

and actions. Due to similarities in the economy, topography, climate and demography of 

Northern Ontario and the Peace River Regional District, many of the principles, priorities, and 

key strategies and actions could potentially be applied to the region in Northern Ontario along 

the Highway 11 Corridor.  

Prior to the development of the Regional Agricultural Plan, a set of guiding principles were 

identified to provide guidance to the Regional District to both encourage and support 

agricultural activity. Developing a set of guiding principles prior to creating the plan itself, 

identified various components that the plan will contain, and also set the scope for the plan. 

Some of the guiding principles in the Peace River Regional District’s Agricultural Plan that could 

be used to guide the development of a Regional Agricultural Strategy in Northern Ontario 

include: 

• a vision for the future of agriculture in the area that will identify a permanent role for 

agriculture as an essential component of the physical, ecological, social, and economic 

well-being of Northern Ontario; 

• identify changes in farm business management which could be implemented by farmers or 

farm organizations; 

• identify strategies to enhance agriculture in the context of competition with other land uses 

such as oil and gas and forestry and mining; 

• address current policy issues that may hinder the expansion and support of agriculture; 

• identify best practices for farm business to enable the industry to flourish (Don Cameron 

Associates, 2013). 

 
Through consultation with local stakeholders, meeting with the Agricultural Advisory 

Committee and a review of relevant documents and legislation, a draft vision that identified 

key strategies and action items was developed. The key strategies and action items identified 

were: 
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• the protection of agricultural land; 

• providing appropriate infrastructure; 

• encouraging progressive and sustainable farming practices; 

• providing a welcoming business environment for those in agriculture (Don Cameron 

Associates, 2013).  

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District British Columbia  

The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District (SLRD) is located in southwestern British Columbia. The 

SLRD is a local government federation consisting of four-member municipalities and four 

unincorporated rural Electoral Ares. The total population for the SLRD is approximately 42, 665 

(Statistics Canada, 2017c). In addition to being a significant part of the regional landscape and 

history, agriculture is a main economic driver in the SLRD. Due to the region’s highly productive 

and available lands, the potential for further development in the region’s agricultural sector is 

high (Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2014).  The SLRD has developed Agricultural Area 

Plans (AAPs) for the Area B and Area C Electoral Areas. The purpose of these plans is to 

encourage the sustainable growth of the agricultural sector through policy documents that aim 

to guide the agriculture-related planning processes in these areas (Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District, 2014). 

The Agricultural Area Plans for Areas B and C have many similarities and some differences as 

well. Given that these areas are in the same regional jurisdiction, there are some common 

themes in the documents as well. Area B involved their local Indigenous population in the 

development of their AAP from the beginning stages through stakeholder engagement. The 

plan emphasizes the need for continued collaboration between these two groups. Similar to 

the Kimberley Region, the community is exploring opportunities for their Indigenous 

population to obtain jobs in the agricultural sector. 

These case studies suggest that challenges in community economic development occur at 

both the regional and local levels. Regional Agricultural Plans similar to that of the Kimberley 

Regional Investment Blueprint or the Peace River Regional District in British Columbia aid in 

development, support and expansion of the agricultural industry at a macro level. The 

development of an Agricultural Area Plan similar to those in Electoral Areas B and C in the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District allow governments and municipalities to address 

challenges and priorities or goals and objectives at a local level.  
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Barrier Initiatives addressing this barrier Location More Info 
Economic 
Financing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Financière Agricole du Québec (FADQ)  
“The Financière Agricole du Québec offers new farmers subsidies and support 
during the development of a business. To be eligible farmers must be aged 18-
40, have recognized training, plan on making agriculture their livelihood, own at 
least 20% of the business, have a business plan that demonstrates profitability 
and conform to environmental regulations. An establishment grant of $20,000-
$50,000 is given to full-time farmers, while a start-up grant of $10,000-$25,000 
is given to part-time farmers. The FADQ offers grant recipients a 25% discount 
on the AgriStability program which offsets production margin drops over 30% 
that of a reference margin (must have completed 1 production cycle), and Farm 
Income Stabilization Insurance at reduced cost for the first 2 years for new 
entrants” (Serkoukou, 2014, p. 14). 
 
FarmWorks  
“FarmWorks Investment Co-operative Limited is a Community Economic 
Development Investment Fund (CEDIF) cooperative that was incorporated in 
2011. By the beginning of 2017, FarmWorks had invested $1,550,000 in 63 
businesses representing various levels of the local food supply chain, including 

Quebec 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nova Scotia 
 
 
 
 

https://www.fadq.qc.ca/accueil/  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
https://farmworks.ca/  
 
 
 
 

The tables below highlight select policies and programs developed in other regions with similar geographic challenges to address 
economic, social, and political barriers faced by new and existing farmers. 
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farms, local food retailers and restaurants…These 38 businesses reported the 
creation of 148 full-time and 110 part-time jobs since receiving their FarmWorks 
loans”(BC Rural Centre/FarmWorks, 2017). 
 
Local Foods, Local Places  
This partnership among the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the US 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Department of Transportation (DOT), 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Appalachian Regional Commission, 
and Delta Regional Authority helps create more livable places by promoting 
local food enterprises such as farmers’ markets, food hubs, community gardens, 
and community kitchens on main streets in downtowns and existing 
neighborhoods (US EPA, n.d.-a). 
 
The Réseau National des Espaces Tests Agricoles (RENETA) “encourages new 
entrants to set up farms by allowing them to practice in an incubator setting and 
learn through trial and error. The program is especially targeted to newcomers 
with no family farming background, as they comprise 30% of new farmers under 
age 40 and the majority of those over age 40 (RENETA, 2014). The test activity 
consists of developing an agricultural activity in a responsible and autonomous 
manner on a real scale, for a limited time and within a framework that limits risk, 
in order to evaluate the project and oneself and to decide whether to pursue, 
adjust or abandon the project (RENETA, 2014). Participants benefit from a legal 
framework for the activity being tested, access to the necessary elements of 
production (land, equipment, buildings, working capital, related services, etc.) 
and a support and monitoring system (RENETA, 2012). This greatly reduces a 
new farmer’s start-up risks, while allowing them to build a socio-professional 
network and receive assistance from experienced farmers with marketing and 
distribution (RENETA, 2012)…Working among other new farmers allows them to 
complement each other’s production, trade services and mutual assistance, add 
value to their product through another’s processing activity and share 
equipment and marketing channels (RENETA, 2014)” (Serkoukou, 2014, p. 16). 
 

 
 
 
 
USA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
France 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

https://www.epa.gov/smartgrow
th/local-foods-local-places  
 
 
 
 

 
 
https://reneta.fr/  
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CIVAM Bretagne The Centres d’Initiatives pour Valoriser l’Agriculture et le 
Milieu Rural (CIVAM)  
“CIVAM Bretagne developed in the 1990s to tackle six key themes: sustainable 
agriculture, local food systems, farm tours, concerted initiatives in rural areas, 
the creation and implementation of rural activities and energy (CIVAM 
Bretagne, 2005).” CIVAM offers many services for new and existing farmers, 
such as informal discussions on various agricultural topics (access to land, 
marketing, procedures, women in farming, small-scale farming), individual 
consulting in preparation for farm sale and accompaniment through the selling 
process, internships, networking for experienced farmers, and arranging 
mentoring for new farmers.  CIVAM Bretagne also organizes open farms, farm 
markets, farms tours, farm visits and debates to involve local communities.  De 
l’Idée au Projet is a CIVAM program specially tailored to new entrants from non-
farming backgrounds, that accompanies new farmers through the start-up 
process. It consists of a ten to twelve-day training spanning over four to six 
months for groups of up to ten farmers (CIVAM, 2013). Every New Farmer 
Programs training is animated by one or two experienced farmers, who follow 
each intern’s progress over time. In Bretagne, the project has accommodated 
80 to 100 new farmers every year, for over five years (CIVAM, 2013). De l’Idée 
au Projet helps new farmers form a business plan by defining the values that 
guide their project, reflecting on their goals, determining the necessary skills 
and how to develop them, organizing a workload, knowing where to find land 
and learning about the territory in relation to their project’s needs (CIVAM, 
2013). It also develops business skills such as specifying a product offering and 
services to anticipate demand and estimate revenues, defining a marketing 
strategy, considering financing methods, legal status and being able to pitch 
their business concept (CIVAM, 2013)” (Serkoukou, 2014, p. 18). 
 
Projecte Gripia  
Projecte Gripia is a farming school for aspiring shepherds located three hours 
from Barcelona, in the Catalan Pyrenees. Since 2009, the goal of the project has 
been to ensure continued interest in mountain farming and ranching and 

France 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spain 
 
 
 

http://www.civam.org/index.ph
p/le-reseau-civam/presentation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
https://projectegripia.wordpress
.com/  
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Economic - 
Extension & 
Knowledge 
Exchange 
 

encourage the transition of farms from older to younger generations. The 
program targets young people from non-farming backgrounds in particular. It is 
committed to an agricultural model in favor of small-scale family or cooperative 
farms, direct sales from producers to consumers in the context of a local 
economy and the protection of the environment and natural resources (Projecte 
Gripia, 2013). Above all, the program promotes the normalization and dignity of 
the shepherding profession (Projecte Gripia, 2013).  The curriculum emphasizes 
sustainable techniques and practices in order to preserve the mountainous 
region that is already threatened by climate change. The cost of the program is 
only €500 and food and accommodation are included (Projecte Gripia, 2013). 
The project gives students access to a land bank, consulting services, a job 
board and organizes youth education initiatives (Projecte Gripia, 2013). In 
recent years, 67% of graduates have gone on to carry out their own project 
(Projecte Gripia, 2013) (Serkoukou, 2014, p. 19). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Barrier Initiatives addressing this barrier Location More Info 

Social - 
Amenities and 
Services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Municipal or community-controlled internet 
Sandy, Oregon in the United States and Kaslo in the Kootenay region of 
British Columbia have brought high speed fibre optic connectivity to their 
rural towns by creating their own municipal (in Sandy’s case), or community (in 
Kaslo’s case) controlled internet service providers. (BC Rural Centre, 2017)  
The Cool & Connected pilot program has the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) fund teams of 
experts to help members of selected communities develop strategies and an 
action plan for using planned or existing broadband service to promote smart, 
sustainable community development (US EPA, n.d.-b).  
 
 
 
 
 

BC 
USA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.bcruralcentre.org/f
ocus/rural-
technology/successful-
community-broadband-
initiatives/kaslo-infonet/  
 
https://www.ci.sandy.or.us/sand
ynet/  
 
https://www.epa.gov/smartgrow
th/cool-connected  
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Social - 
Amenities and 
Services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Youth 
“An increasing number of rural communities across North America have come 
to realize the potential importance of “an active cultural scene” in enticing 
Millennials to take up residency. Rosebud, Alberta, through its renowned 
theatre and the Rosebud School of the Arts, Sechelt, BC and its Sunshine Coast 
Festival of the Written Arts, Kaslo, BC and the Kaslo Jazz Festival, Burlington, 
Newfoundland and The Gathering, and Lanesboro, Minnesota and Lanesboro 
Arts are all examples of small, rural towns that have effectively used culture as a 
population attractant”(Andresen, 2009; BC Rural Centre, 2017). 
 
In the rural North Kootenay Lake region of British Columbia, Project Comeback 
focused on strengthening youth retention through their rural revival school 
project.  “The Rural Revival School taught young people skills for utilizing 
energy, harvesting forest edibles, and preserving food and demonstrated how 
young people can successfully sustain their rural life. All of the workshops were 
developed to teach young people how to live in their rural community, save 
money, and be creative and resourceful at making a living in a rural area” 
(North Kootenay Lake Community Services Society, 2015). 
 
Women 
Gender is an important consideration since it affects the practices and 
aspirations of farmers and prospective farmers. (Connell, 2016)  A growing 
number of  well-educated, business-minded women are becoming farmers. 
(Best Health, 2015; Moyles, 2018)  The study Farm Women and Canadian 
Agriculture Policy (Roppel et al., 2006) serves as a useful model for participatory 
process that better reflect women’s contributions to agriculture and major role 
in agri-family household decisions. Organizations like Rural Women New 
Zealand (RWNZ) are considered an authoritative voice on rural health services, 
education, rural environment and social issues that aims to help their members 
develop leadership skills. 
 
 

Alberta 
BC 
NFLD 
Minnesota 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Canada 
New Zealand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.bcruralcentre.org/w
p-
content/uploads/2017/09/Attrac
ting-Young-People-case-
study.pdf  
 
 
 
 
 
http://www.nklcss.org/home/arti
cle/project-comeback  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
https://www.ruralwomen.org.nz/
about_us/index.html  
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Social - 
Amenities and 
Services 
 
 

Immigrants 
A number of rural communities have successful welcomed immigrants. 
Manitoba has some of the highest rates of immigrants moving into rural 
communities and is frequently given as a positive example because of their 
settlement and integration continuum. Other promising practices to integrate 
newcomers include regional immigration partnerships that include municipal 
councils, employers and local service providers  
(Brandon University, n.d.; Lauzon et al., 2015). 
 
Indigenous People 
Yukon Indigenous Community Climate Change Champions (YIC4 is a two-year 
project that is focused on building the capacity of Yukon Indigenous youth, 
aged 18-30 years, to respond to complex issues related to climate change and 
its effects on food and water security. Youth receive training on climate change 
and leadership skills for gathering and mobilizing new and existing knowledge, 
from global, local and Indigenous perspectives (Food Secure Canada, 2018). 
 
 
Community-Based 
Looking at best practices in rural attraction and retention in other sectors such 
rural health care providers in Australia, offers constructive ideas about how to 
develop at the community level and may have application to the attraction and 
retention of farmers. (Wakerman, Pashen, & Buykx, n.d.) Another very useful 
resource is the 2017  Population Attraction and Retention Strategies for Rural 
Victorian Communities Report which reviewed population attraction and 
retention strategies being undertaken in Australia, the USA, Canada and 
Scotland. 
 
Initiatives, such as those described below approach rural revitalization from a 
holistic perspective that encompasses health, education, business, etc. 
  

 

Manitoba 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yukon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Australia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.brandonu.ca/rdi/rur
al-immigrationrural-migration/  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
https://www.aicbr.ca/yic4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://www.ruralcouncilsvictoria.
org.au/wp-
content/uploads/Population-
Attraction-and-Retention-
Strategies-FINAL-REPORT.pdf  
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Healthy Places for Healthy People 
This program helps communities create walkable, healthy, economically vibrant 
places by engaging with their health care facility partners such as community 
health centers (including Federally Qualified Health Centers), non-profit 
hospitals, and other health care facilities (US EPA, n.d.-b).  
 
Livable Communities in Appalachia 
The Livable Communities in Appalachia Program helps towns explore ways to 
integrate smart growth approaches to restore their downtowns and 
neighborhoods, making them healthy, walkable, and economically vibrant (US 
EPA, n.d.-b). 
 
Quebec 
As noted throughout, the rural agricultural economy in Quebec appears more 
developed than that of northeastern Ontario.  Although regional development 
disparities remain in remote areas of Quebec, various economic indicators show 
that overall rural Quebecers incomes, unemployment levels and labour market 
participation levels are getting closer to urban Quebecers (Guimond & Jean, 
2015).  Likely a variety of interconnected social, economic and political 
conditions support this situation, therefore, a holistic examination of how the 
Clay Belt region in Quebec attracts and retains farmers would be worthwhile to 
help identify potential best practices.  

USA 
 
 
 
 
 
Appalachia, 
USA 
 
 
 
 
Quebec 

https://www.epa.gov/smartgrow
th/healthy-places-healthy-
people  
 
 
 
https://www.epa.gov/smartgrow
th/livable-communities-
appalachia  

Barrier Initiatives addressing this barrier Location More Info 

Political Barriers Minnesota’s tax credit bill  
Policy presents one of the most effect ways to help young farmers. (National 
Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2018) For example, in 2017, the Minnesota’s 
state legislature passed a new tax credit bill to incentivize the transition of 
farmland to beginning farmers setting a powerful precedent for other states to 
follow (National Young Farmers Coalition (USA), 2017). 
 

USA 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.cornucopia.org/20
17/08/minnesota-offers-tax-
credit-farmers-selling-land-
beginning-farmers/  
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Farm Service Agency’s (FSA) microloan program 
This program adapts an existing FSA loan program to a more appropriate scale. 
Its success shows that “reaching young farmers doesn’t always require creating 
new programs, but instead scaling down existing ones. Some of the biggest 
barriers revealed in our survey—unfamiliarity, burdensome paperwork, not 
enough time to apply—are also the most solvable” (National Young Farmers 
Coalition (USA), 2018). 
 
The Rural Education Enhancement Fund (REEF)  
This grant acknowledges the value of preserving schools in small rural 
communities and is designed to assist rural and remote schools in British 
Columbia that are not able to take advantage of the economies of scale available 
in larger population centres (“Rural Education Enhancement Fund (REEF) - 
Province of British Columbia,” n.d.).   
 
Canadian policy approaches to strengthening local sustainable food systems 
Four types of federal and provincial-territorial policy approaches to strengthening 
local sustainable food systems were identified by Food Secure Canada/FLEdGE: 

1. Promoting local food to consumers by stimulating demand and 
increasing local food presence and local food literacy. 

2. Localizing public procurement by leveraging government procurement 
practices to strength local and sustainable food economies.  For 
example, Newfoundland and Labrador’s current upgrades to its 
procurement policies to reflect factors beyond lowest cost such as health 
and social value (Newfoundland Labrador, 2018) demonstrate growing 
consideration of issues of distribution at the provincial policy level. 

3. Emphasizing sustainable diets and particularly increasing plant-rich 
lifestyles (Mason & Lang, 2017; Tallman & Ruscigno, 2015).  

4. Opening up access to regional markets by diversifying market 
opportunities for small and mid-sized business and differentiated 
products (Food Secure Canada, 2017b; Martorell, 2017a, 2017b). 

USA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Canada 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.fsa.usda.gov/progr
ams-and-services/farm-loan-
programs/microloans/index  
 
 
 
 
 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/co
ntent/education-
training/administration/resource
-management/k-12-funding-
and-allocation/reef 
 
 
https://foodsecurecanada.org/si
tes/foodsecurecanada.org/files/
discussion_paper_canadian_poli
cy_landscape_for_local_sustaina
ble_food_systems_final2017_.p
df  
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This literature review identified issues related to farming in rural communities and also included 

a jurisdictional scan of policies and programs related to agriculture and youth retention, social 

issues and economic barriers across Canada, the United States and other developed nations 

with similar geographic challenges. This background information will help identify potential 

best practices which can be explored during the next stages of the Understanding the Barriers 

to Livestock Production in the Clay Belt: An Economic, Social and Political Analysis project.  

First the great potential for agricultural growth in the Clay Belt region of northeastern Ontario 

was explored with an emphasis on the importance of local food systems. Next common 

barriers faced by new and existing farmers in rural and remote regions were presented. 

Economic barriers included challenges related to transportation, competition for labour, value 

of commodities, limited access to farm financing, limited agricultural infrastructure, suppliers, 

product handling, and other services, land access and limited extension, outreach, and 

knowledge transfer services and succession planning. Social barriers related to amenities and 

services and equity.  Political barriers were created by policies at inappropriate scales. 

Environmental barriers concerned the need to be prepared for climate change.  The 

interconnections between economic, social, political and environmental barriers were noted 

and the importance of perceptions was emphasised.  

The jurisdictional scan began with a review of existing organizations that work with new and 

existing farmers in Northern Ontario to address barriers. Next, three brief case studies, the 

Kimberley Region in Western Australia and the Peace River and Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

Districts in British Columbia, were given to illustrate how barriers for new and existing farmers 

have been addressed in other rural regions.  This was followed by a table describing a variety 

of other initiatives the Clay Belt might consider as it plans ways to support new and existing 

farmers. 

In closing, while the focus of this literature review and jurisdictional scan was on barriers, it is 

important to recognize the perseverance, determination and resiliency of farmers in this 

geographically, socially and economically challenging area. Despite the barriers, Clay Belt 

farmers continue to work to improve agriculture and new farmers “continue to enter the sector 

Conclusion

36



with an energetic entrepreneurial spirit, respect for the environment, innovative ideas and new 

ways of doing business.”(CYFF, n.d.)  Understanding this resilience through interviews, surveys 

and workshops with farmers, Northern youth and other stakeholders during subsequent 

research stages will result in insights into the future of agriculture in Northern Ontario.  Results 

will be used to identify and implement best practices to support the growth of agriculture and 

thriving rural communities in the Clay Belt.   
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